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Jews Require a Sign Again/Disciples Cautioned
Matthew 15:39-16:12; Mark 8:10-21

In the next few events of Jesus, we will be studying the various viewpoints concerning His person. The
Religious Leaders will continue to spread their bitter _hatred , the multitude will verbalize their _confusion |,
the disciples will clearly articulate Jesus was the Messiah , and during the Transfiguration, God the Father will
gloriously call from heaven His approval on His Son. These are all setting up Jesus’ concentrated time of
teaching His disciples concerning His upcoming death, burial, and resurrection.

Review of Jewish Leaders at the Time of Christ:

e Pharisees — The Pharisees were an extremely influential religious sect among the people at the time of
Christ. There were approximately 6000 Pharisees in Israel. They were legalist in their philosophy and
traditional in all matters of ritual. Jesus called them hypocritical and spiritually dead. They led the way
against Jesus and His ministry, turning the people away from their consideration of Jesus as the awaited
Messiah.

e Sadducees—This was a relatively small group. We would call them religious leaders during the time of
Jesus, but they really were not very religious! Their strength came because they were mostly priests,
wealthy, and political leaders. Their doctrine was very faulty; they didn’t believe in resurrection, life
after death, or spiritual beings and only followed the books of Moses. Pharisees and Sadducees were
polar opposites. We only see them three times in the Gospels — John’s baptism, here, and in the last week
of Jesus.

e Herodians — These were Jews who desired to live on the right side of the Roman government. They were
the friends of the Romans both personally and in philosophy. Because of this, they were secular, not
religious, and extremely worldly. The Herods and their courts would be Herodians.

e Scribes/Lawyers — These were the known scholars of the Old Testament Scripture. They held much
power among the people because they were thought to hold the keys to knowledge and understanding of
the Scripture. At the time of the Wisemen, it was the scribes Herod turned to for questions.

At this event, we have now seen all four groups of these Jewish leaders combined against Jesus. They wanted to
hinder His ministry and distance it from the people’s affections. Their unbelief and pride blinded their eyes to
the signs of Christ and the truth that stood before them!

“And he sent away the multitude, and (“straightway” Mark 8:10) took ship (“with his disciples” Mark

8:10), and came into the coasts of Magdala (into the parts of Dalmanutha.” Mark 8:10). 16 The Pharisees

also with the Sadducees came , (“began to question (dispute) with him, seeking ” Mark 8:11) and
tempting_ (testing) desired him that he would show them a sign from heaven.” Matthew 15:39-16:1

I. Religious Leaders Seek a Sign from Heaven

“came into the coasts of Magdala/Dalmanutha” — After the Feeding of the 4000, when everyone was fed and
ready to travel, Jesus sent the great multitude away. We are told He and the disciples traveled across the Sea of
Galilee to Magdala, the book of Mark says, “into the parts of Dalmanutha.” This is the only place Dalmanutha



is mentioned in the New Testament. The exact locations of these two places are still not confidently known
today. Most believe Magdala was part of the greater suburbs of Capernaum, probably south of Capernaum
proper. This was where Mary Magdalene was from. The theory on Dalmanutha is that it was a harbor name.
Historical evidence tends to that idea.

“The Pharisees also with the Sadducees came” — Here we see an unlikely couple! The wording seems to
indicate they met Jesus on shore as the boat docked! A literal translation has it this way, “and beginning at once
to dispute with Him they kept it up.” Remember, these two groups were opposites in almost all areas except in
their hatred of Jesus. They came united to test and discredit Him before the people, to get Jesus to say or do
something incriminating! About three weeks earlier, Jesus had a discussion with the Religious Leaders on what
defiles. In it, He pointed out their practice of not caring for their parents. Jesus left them defeated, humiliated,
and embittered. With Jesus’ absence, the hostility didn’t decrease but seemed to increase! Now, the Pharisees
come with the Sadducees armed with a tactic they had used once before: they asked Jesus for a sign. This time,
asking for a “sign from heaven.” It is interesting to note that only Matthew, our author with the Jewish audience
mentioned the Sadducees. This smaller group of Jewish leaders would have been almost unknown to Mark’s
Gentile readers.

“sign from heaven” — In Matthew 12:38, the Pharisees and scribes had asked for a sign. These questions
demonstrated their blind faithlessness and minimized His powerful ministry! Let’s just review the signs they
had been observing for at least two years:

1) Fulfillment of Scriptures — Is. 61:1-2, birth of Christ

2) Preaching of John the Baptist — John 1:29-34

3) His miracles — obvious God-given power

4) His teaching — obvious God-given wisdom
These signs were evidence that convinced most open-minded people. But “sign from heaven” request does raise
the bar on what they had asked earlier when seeking solely a “sign.” Jews believed only a miracle or sign in the
cosmos could only be done by God. We do find these in the Old Testament.

1) Noah’s rainbow

2) Joshua’s sun standing still

3) Elijah’s fire from heaven

4) Isaiah’s sun turned back

5) Samuel’s thunder and rain
Remember the request the people asked of Jesus after the Feeding of the 5000? They wanted Him to duplicate
the miraculous manna-like feeding of Moses. (John 6:30-34) They said then they would believe Him! The mass
feeding of 5000 wasn’t enough; they wanted this Moses-like “sign.” Warren Weisbe said this, “The Pharisees
and Sadducees did not lack evidence; they lacked honesty and humility.” p. 46 This was the religious culture of
the Jews. They loved their signs; faith was never enough! I Cor. 1:21-24

Let’s remember the reaction of the disciples when Jesus calmed the sea, (Matt. 8:27) and walked on the water
(Matt. 14:33)! Both of these signs of nature would be very familiar to what the Pharisees and Sadducees were
asking.

“He answered and said unto them, When it is evening, ye say, It will be fair weather: for the sky is red.



3 And in the morning, It will be foul weather today: for the sky is red and lowering. O ye hypocrites, ye
can discern the face of the sky ; but can ye not discern the signs of the times? 4(“And he _sighed
deeply in his spirit, and saith, Why doth this generation seek after a sign?” Mark 8:12) A wicked and
adulterous generation seeketh after a sign; and there shall no sign be given unto it, but the sign of the
prophet Jonah .And he left them, and departed (“into the ship again departed to the other side.”
Mark 8:13).” Matthew 16:2-4

I1. Religious Leaders Only Sign from Heaven

Discerners of the Weather but not of Spiritual Truth — We have all heard of the Farmer’s Almanac. It was
established in 1792, making it the oldest continuously published periodical in North America! In reality, it is
52% accurate in predicting the weather! But in the 21 century, where most of us have a weather app on our
phone and maybe even have the weather on our smart watch, it’s pretty much outdated!

We have established that the Pharisees loved power and prestige among the people. Instead of being committed
to God and His truths, they were adulterous and wicked. They sought power and prestige more than God’s
ways! Every year, they would play meteorologist; during the Feast of Tabernacles, we are told they would
predict the next year’s rains by how the sacrificial smoke would blow over the altar. The people would hang on
to their every word because the need for rain was so significant! Jesus is pointing out that they could look at the
sky and discern upcoming weather, but they had no spiritual discernment to understand the obvious “signs of
the times” that Jesus was their Messiah.

“sighed deeply in his spirit” — The book of Mark gives us this phrase. The literal translation would be, “sighed
from the depths of His soul.” Their unbelief broke His heart! The Religious Leaders of the chosen people of
God had such zeal to discredit and fight against their Messiah! This sigh was an audible sound of
disappointment, sadness, and deep grief. Later, we will see Jesus weep over Jerusalem. This sigh is very much
related to those tears on the hill looking over Jerusalem.

“no sign be given unto it, but the sign of the prophet Jonah” — This is Jesus’ reply to those asking for a sign. He
would refer to the sign of Jonah. (Matt. 12:38-41) We can see two similarities between the ministry of Jonah
and Jesus. First is the 3 days and 3 nights that Jonah spent in the fish and Jesus in the tomb! This would point to
the great sign of Jesus’ person, the resurrection from the dead! But the other similarity is that Jonah preached
repentance and deliverance to Gentiles! That as Jonah preached God’s mercy to the wicked Ninevites, so Jesus
will be the Savior of the world! (Luke 11:29-32)

“And he left them, and departed” — This phrase reeks with finality. Discussion over, Jesus controlled the
situation, and it was over! Jesus came back to His home-base area after being gone for weeks, and He hardly got
out of the boat, and in His wisdom, knew He must take His disciples and leave again. It must have been a quick
turnaround for we read.....

“And when his disciples were come to the other side, they had forgotten to take bread (“neither had they
in the ship with them more than one loaf” Mark 8:14). ¢ Then Jesus said unto them, (“charged” (GKk -
intensely ordered/commanded Mark 8:15) Take heed and beware of the leaven (Lit. - _yeast — hidden,




small, pervasive influence ) of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees (“and of the leaven of Herod .” Mark
8:15) “And they reasoned among themselves, saying, It is because we have taken no bread.” Matthew
16:5-7

Please notice that Mark uses the word “Herod,” and says nothing about Sadducees. This is because of his
Gentile readers, who would know nothing about this smaller ruling sect of Jews. They would be more familiar
with Herod.

I1I. Religious Leaders Doctrine Needed to be Avoided

“forgotten to take bread” — I have to wonder if the disciples were expecting to take another boat ride so soon!
They had just gotten home and didn’t even get a chance to really reload. In all of the rush, they forgot food!
Maybe those women who regularly facilitated the ministry details for the disciples didn’t come, or maybe Jesus
and the disciples left so unexpectedly that these ladies hadn’t gotten the word soon enough. Whatever happened,
the lack of food was a big topic among the disciples and certainly had filled their minds with concern!

“Take heed and beware” of the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Herod — While the disciples fussed over their lack of
food, Jesus’ mind was still grieving over the state of Israel’s Leaders. “Take heed and beware” are very strong
Greek words of warning. Other English translations use phrases like watch out; be on guard; guard yourself; be
careful; take care. Jesus interrupted their concern about food with this very strong command. And they didn’t
get it — they missed the point!

“Which when Jesus perceived, he said unto them, O ye of _little faith, why reason ye among yourselves,
because ye have brought no bread? °Do ye not _yet understand, (“have ye your heart yet hardened?
Having eyes, see ye not? And having ears, hear ye not?” Mark 8:17-18) neither (“do ye not” Mark 8:18)

remember _ the five loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets ye took up? (“They say unto him,
Twelve.” Mark 8:19) ' Neither the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many baskets ye took up?
(“And they said, Seven.” Mark 8:20) ! How is it that ye do not understand that I spake it not to you
concerning bread, that ye should beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees?” Matthew
16:8-11

“O ye of little faith, why reason ye among yourselves” — These disciples were burning brain cells about their
lack of food, and Jesus described their faith as little! They were trying to fix their problem among themselves.
Maybe Peter had formed a couple of committees to search out the area for possible food purchase when they
would land; perhaps Matthew was calculating the money that might be needed and how many loaves might be
wise for the days moving forward. Jesus said they were reasoning among themselves, but in all that thought and
worry, Jesus said that it displayed their little faith! WOW! That is convicting to me! Like the disciples, I often
find myself “reasoning” within myself how to fix problems! In this lesson, Jesus’ already saddened heart scolds
the disciples, and His words certainly can apply to me too!

“have ye your heart yet hardened?”’- After Mark described Jesus’ walking on the water and the disciples’
reaction to it, I found his words here shocking. Read Mark 6:51-52 After Jesus walked on the water, it says
that the disciples, “heart was hardened.” They had never considered Jesus’ power in the miracle of the massive
feeding! But, here it is again! The disciples’ hearts were hard! The answer to Jesus’ question, “Have ye your
heart yet hardened?” is an enthusiastic “Yes!” Their hearts were rebellious, spiritually insensitive, unable to



understand spiritual truths, and never truly realized the abilities of Jesus’ power! Just WOW! — again, this is
personally painful! I’'m afraid my heart is often hard, not quick to remember God’s great power!

Reminders of the two mass feedings — And then Jesus, normally known as a gentle, patient teacher with rapid-
fire, throws one sharp question after another at the disciples. He makes them verbalize the answers, forcing
them to face the truth!

¢ You have eyes, but can’t you see?

¢ You have ears, but can’t you hear?

e [ like to say, You have a brain, but can’t you remember?
And then, with emphasis on the mass-feeding leftovers, Jesus asked

e In the feeding of the 5000, how many little food baskets did you take up? Tell me! 12

¢ In the feeding of the 4000, how many big cargo baskets did you take up? Tell me! 7

e So, how is it that you sit and worry about food when I told you to beware of the leaven of the Religious

Leaders? How could you not understand!?

When traveling with Jesus, the Bread of Life, a lack of bread should have been the furthest thing from their
mind, but it seemed to be the only thing on their minds. Didn’t they hear the conflict and conversation with the

Religious Big-Wigs? Hadn’t they seen Jesus’ demeanor and sadness? No, I guess they were stuck on food!
But.....

“Then understood they how that he bade them not beware of the leaven of bread, but of the _doctrine
(Lit. — false doctrine) of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees.” Matthew 16:12

They realized buying yeast bread had nothing to do with Jesus’ statement! Instead, He had been talking about a
spiritual need, He was giving a spiritual instruction! The vicious, destructive doctrines of the Pharisees and
Sadducees was the leaven they had to be aware of and avoid! They understood with a little help from Jesus! He
softened their hardened heart with some piercing questions.

Believers Application:

1. Jesus commanding the disciples to be aware of false doctrines is found throughout the New Testament. It
is certainly something we must be watchful and avoid. Rom. 16:17-18
Characteristics of false teachers:
e cause divisions, not unity
e cause stumbling in the area of truth and growth
e serve their own desires, not Jesus’ and His truth
e known to be smooth talkers
e known to be man-pleasers and flattering
e known to pursue the unlearned and weak in faith

2. Remember what Jesus has done, and have faith that He can do it again! I like how Matthew Henry put it,
“We are overwhelmed with present cares and distrusts because we do not understand, remember, what
we have known and seen of the power and goodness of our Lord Jesus.” p. 1537 We simply forget God’s
blessings! Psalm 103:1-2 Let’s not forget, let’s live remembering God’s goodness in the past, let’s
review His promises in His word, and walk in faith for the future!



