Do Not Put God to the Test; God Has Put Himself to the Test

Matthew 16:1-12

Do Not Put God to the Test

The identity of the two groups (16:1). Oil and water mix better than these two groups, which we've seen together only once before, coming to John the Baptist (and being soundly blasted by him then).

The hatred of the groups for each other is seen both historically and in the New Testament. Historically, the groups emerged in the wake of the conquest of the known world by Alexander the Great, which included the Jews. Wherever Alexander went, he spread the Greek language and culture, which he was enamored with. A division among the Jews arose in response to this imposed Gentile culture: one group strongly resisted Greek culture, and the other openly embraced it.

The group that resisted Greek culture remembered that God's people were to “come out from them and be separate,” and so they devoted themselves to the study and teaching of and obedience to God's Word. They eventually called themselves “Pharisees,” or “separated ones.” They were, in a very real sense, the Jewish Puritans.

The group that embraced Greek culture sought to be obedient to and on good terms with the Gentile overlords who now ruled them. Their tendency was to prefer loyalty to the Greeks than to the Jews. Their tendency was also to downplay the importance and authority of the Scriptures, as would be seen in Jesus' time.

As the two “parties” or “denominations” solidified in Israel, the battle lines were clear. These two lines of thinking and living were diametrically opposed, and nothing could seemingly unite them.

Luke gives us a demonstration of how fiercely these two groups hate one another in Acts 23. Paul is confronted by the Jews, who are united against him (for the same reason as Matthew 16, in fact). Paul realizes that both Pharisees and Sadducees are present, and he announces that the reason he's on trial is because of his teaching on the resurrection from the dead. The Pharisees agreed with the Scriptures that there was such a thing; the Sadducees rejected any notion of resurrection at all. Just by mentioning this hot-button issue, a riot breaks out. The Romans have to swoop in and take Paul into custody just to save his life and to restore order.

These two groups who hate each other to the point of trigger-happy violence approach Jesus together. Something's clearly up.

The purpose of the two groups (16:1). We've seen Jesus “tested” before—by Satan himself in chapter 4. Matthew uses the same word here as he did there, in order to highlight the connection between the two events.

The form of the “test” this time is a demand for a sign “from heaven,” referring to the desire to see Jesus demonstrate a “uniquely apocalyptic and triumphal manifestation of [his] power.”
 In essence, they were demanding an atmospheric laser light show and pyrotechnics display for Jesus to “prove” he was who he said he was.

Notice the manipulation going on here: Jesus has to dance to their music, or he's not who he says he is. He has to come up with “signs from heaven” on demand—on their demand, to be precise—in order to be believed. 

The adversaries' demand is much like Satan's second temptation of Jesus, which Jesus deftly parries with a citation from Deuteronomy 6: “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test, as you tested him at Massah” (Deuteronomy 6:16 ESV).

Exodus 17:1-7 records the event that prompted Moses to teach the people not to test Yahweh. In fact, “Massah” means “testing”; the place was named after their sin to teach them and future generations not to repeat it.

All the congregation of the people of Israel moved on from the wilderness of Sin by stages, according to the commandment of the Lord, and camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?” But the people thirsted there for water, and the people grumbled against Moses and said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” So Moses cried to the Lord, “What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.” And the Lord said to Moses, “Pass on before the people, taking with you some of the elders of Israel, and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink.” And Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. And he called the name of the place Massah and Meribah, because of the quarreling of the people of Israel, and because they tested the Lord by saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?” Exodus 17:1-7 (ESV)

Russell Moore writes too powerfully not to quote in full:

 The question was whether God was right or Pharaoh was right, whether they were really sons or just slaves after all. I notice that I just wrote that the people wanted a sign from God, but that’s not quite right. The people wanted another sign from God. God had, after all, given them multiple signs, starting with their initial deliverance from Egypt: “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt. And the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. And the Lord showed signs and wonders, great and grievous, against Egypt and against Pharaoh and all his household, before our eyes” (Deut. 6:21–22). The people of Israel had seen sign after sign, enough in fact to make them tremble and weep and plead to see no more. But when they faced jeopardy, when the water ran out, they were right back to sign mongering. This demand for protection was a signal of unbelief. The people didn’t trust God, on the basis of his Word, to protect them and deliver them from their enemies. They wanted some visible manifestation, something that would prove that God was a Father after all. At Massah the sign they wanted was a stream of water. But it would later be other things. The addiction to signs is not easily overcome. They wanted to put God on trial, to make him prove whether he was there and whether he was for them on the basis of something more visible than his Word. “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, as on the day at Massah in the wilderness,” the Psalm sings, “when your fathers put me to the test and put me to the proof, though they had seen my work” (Ps. 95:7–9).

This same spirit of unbelief dominates the Pharisees and Sadducees.

The disappointment of the two groups (16:2-4). Jesus shows how foolish the demand is (and, ultimately, the emptiness and hypocrisy of the demanders) by comparing their weather observations with their observations about Himself.

Jesus refers to a common weather observation that persists to this day. We know it as, “Red sky at morning, sailors take warning; red sky at night, sailors' delight.” Jesus' point is this: they were able to tell the day's weather by observing the signs of the sky, but given all the evidence that they had, they could not observe the “signs of the times,” that is, the “dawning of the kingdom of heaven and the messianic age by what Jesus does and teaches.”
  

They had the same access to witness Jesus at work themselves, they had the same eyewitness reports, and they had the same firsthand reports of those Jesus had ministered to. They had the same evidence that Jesus reported to John: “the blind see, the lame walk, those with skin diseases are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor are told the good news” (Matthew 11:5 HCSB).

 God's care for us in the past or the present is never to be taken as leverage to use against him to get what we want, but that's precisely what the Pharisees and Sadducees were trying to do. We come to God the Creator, Lord, and King as humble, unworthy, undeserving creations, and we submit ourselves to His wisdom and will.

A point of clarification here is in order. Jesus condemns this “sign mongering” of the Pharisees and Sadducees, and rightly so. However, Jesus is not condemning the genuine struggle of faith or asking hard questions of God. God is not afraid of nor offended by your questions. He is not neutered by your doubts. Even the disciples whom Jesus chides later in the text are still given understanding, further teaching, further compassion, and greater fellowship with Jesus. This chiding is evidence of love, not judgment, for God disciplines only those he loves.

Take, for example, Gideon. Hebrews 11 lists him as an exemplar of faith (11:32), but his story in Judges 6 doesn't seem to match up with that description. He is met by the Angel of the LORD and told to tear down an idol in the middle of town; he obeys, but does so at night out of fear (Judges 6:27). Then, when the time comes for God to use him to deliver Israel from the oppressive Midianites, Gideon begs for a sign from God to know if God will be with him: he offers to put out a wool fleece on the ground, and if God will be with him, only the fleece will be wet with dew, not the ground. Sure enough, that's what happens (Judges 6:36-38). Then, Gideon asks for another sign, exactly the opposite: only dew on the ground, not on the fleece. Again, that's exactly what happens (Judges 6:39-40).

That doesn't sound like faith, does it? In any case, how is Gideon eternally lauded as a man of faith and the Pharisees and Sadducees are blasted, when all of them do the same thing?

The difference is in the heart of the one asking. Gideon was in the position of wanting to believe and asking for help (which God, because He is gracious and merciful and compassionate, kindly and generously gave). The Pharisees and Sadducees were dethroning God and making Him into their servant and jester, to entertain them and provide for them at their beck and call. “You shall have no other gods before Me” includes exalting ourselves as gods over God Himself.

Obviously, the Pharisees and Sadducees are acting just like Satan here. There's a huge difference between, “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (a la Gideon) “Oh yeah? Prove it” (a la Satan and his cronies in this text).

If you're here and you're struggling with doubt or fear or uncertainty or questions or all of the above, remember the most often repeated command in all of Scripture: do not fear. God is not intimidated by your doubts; He is not worried by your questions; He is not upset by your fears. In fact, He understands them. Jesus Himself was afraid and had questions, and yet at no time in that horrible night in the Garden of Gethsemane was He ever anything less than the dearly beloved Son of God. Because your faith, however feeble and frail it might be, is in Him, you are at no time anything less than a beloved child of the King.

God Has Put Himself to the Test

Jesus takes the opportunity to teach, but the disciples do not initially understand (16:5-12). The disciples cross the Lake of Galilee with Jesus, who takes the opportunity to teach them by way of warning: “watch and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (16:5).

Leaven, or yeast, is used to describe something with a pervasive reach or influence, as we've already seen in Matthew. Most of the time in Scripture, it is a picture of the wide reach of sin's defiling influence (hence the instruction to eat unleavened bread at Passover, e.g.). Here, Jesus warns them against the danger of the Pharisees' and Sadducees' wholesale rejection and rebellion against Jesus, even in the face of God's Word and His obvious work, both being evidences of His goodness, kindness, and power.

That's what Jesus means. Unfortunately, the disciples aren't exactly on the same wavelength. They're still hung up on the fact that they haven't brought anything to eat with them, and they assume that's what Jesus is talking about.

At this point, Jesus' reaction to them is surprising on many fronts:

(1) First of all, in the good-thing-I'm-not-Jesus department, Jesus doesn't simply blast them for being idiots like I would have. He doesn't only say, “You of little faith! Why are you discussing among yourselves that you do not have bread? Don't you understand yet? [16:8-9a HCSB] … How is it that you fail to understand that I did not speak about bread? [16:11a ESV]”

To be sure, Jesus is chiding them for their lack of faith and understanding, but more than that, He's teaching them. He's growing and maturing and stretching them beyond where they were, which, as Hebrews describes fatherly discipline, is not pleasant at the time, but is a sure sign of love.

(2) Jesus corrects their misunderstanding by addressing their immediate concern, even though their concern has nothing to do with what He's talking about. Jesus is kind to them in taking the time to address their concerns (even by showing them how baseless those concerns really are) before getting to His original point.

Jesus shows them that He has put Himself to the test and proven Himself repeatedly. The lack of bread is not a problem: they themselves picked up the baskets of leftovers from feeding 9,000 men—plus women and children—so feeding thirteen men was not going to be an insurmountable difficulty. 

The disciples then have the classic light-bulb moment, finally receiving the understanding that Jesus isn't referring to physical yeast, but the teaching and influence of the Pharisees and Sadducees. The reason Jesus presses them to understand the danger of these groups is rooted in the discussion that ends the chapter, which Chad will look at next week: accepting Jesus for who He is on the basis of faith, submitting to Him as King.

The sign-seekers were not satisfied with the evidence they had already been provided, which was entirely consonant with what they read and knew from the Scriptures. Every miracle Jesus performed was a testimony of His identity. Every fulfilled prophecy was incontrovertible evidence that the longed-for Messiah had appeared. Every word of Jesus' teaching was truth from the Father.

God forbids us from putting Him to the test for two reasons, which we began to look at in the beginning verses of the chapter. He forbids us from testing Him because we do not have the authority as clay to talk back to the Potter or make demands of Him; He also forbids us from testing Him because He has already put Himself to the test and proven Himself time and time again.

This is the essence of Jesus' somewhat mysterious reference to the “sign of Jonah.” Jonah was swallowed by the fish—for all intents and purposes, dead—and was brought back to life. Jesus told them the only sign they would get would be the sign everyone would get; that is, He would be crucified at the hands of lawless men, die, be buried, and be raised again on the third day.

This is also the essence of Jesus' reminder to the disciples of how He had provided bread previously. Jesus had tested Himself already—twice--and proven Himself capable of providing bread for the hungry. They had no need to fear or quarrel or worry. God had put Himself to the test and succeeded. They need only trust and believe Him.

The Danger for Us

The danger for us is not one of rejecting Jesus or refusing to follow Him as was the case for the Pharisees and Sadducees. The danger for us is expecting or demanding signs above and beyond what God has already done for us and for all His people for thousands of years.

Jesus' teaching about the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16 is more than applicable here. If we will not hear God's word, then no sign He could give—including the sign of Jonah, the climax of the story—would suffice for us to trust and obey.

God wants and expects us to come to Him with whatever is on our hearts, including if not especially our desires. That is right and good. We must not come to God and demand our desires as a test of His love and goodness to us. We have no place to bargain with nor issue the terms of God's Godness.

The bottom line for the Pharisees, for the Sadducees, for the disciples, and for us is this: God is not an equal or an inferior, which you have the authority to boss around. He has given you His Word, and if you will not listen to and obey that, then there's nothing He can say that you will listen to.

Remember, the people of Israel at Massah and Meribah in Exodus 17 were shown the goodness of God plenty of times over up until that point. 

God had brought ten plagues on Egypt, from which they suffered no loss nor harm. 

God let them plunder the Egyptians, as He freed them from slavery, oppression, and abuse. 

He split the Red Sea in two, giving them a highway to walk across that was as dry as the sand they had already crossed. 

He reunited the Red Sea on top of Pharaoh and the Egyptian cavalry, killing them all. 

He rained down bread from heaven to feed them. 

After all this, they still wanted to test the Lord. Amazingly enough, God's kindness was magnified even more, when they were given the sign of Jonah in advance: Moses struck the Rock, which was Jesus (1 Corinthians 10:4). By the striking of the Rock, life was given.

The sign of Jonah is the culmination of all of God's repeated demonstrations of His goodness. Every time He delivered the people from enemies, every time He forgave their sins through the sacrifices, every time He sent the prophets to preach to them, He showed His patience, kindness, goodness, and love to them. The sign of Jonah is the ultimate expression of Himself: to willingly offer Himself out of love for the sake of showing His mercy to undeserving sinners and remain holy and just at the same time. To ask and expect trust in return was not too much to ask then, and it is not too much to ask now.

“I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20 ESV, emphasis added). Jesus loved you and me, giving Himself for you and for me. If He gave Himself to us and for us, will He not with Himself freely give us all things? Has God not put Himself to the test and proven Himself worthy?

God has proven Himself time and time again, ultimately in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He is worthy of our trust, our obedience, and our love. No, He is not safe—but He is good. Trust Him.
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