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SUMMARY OF THESE CHAPTERS: Matthew 16–20 is a major turning point in Jesus’ ministry, where his role as the Messiah is 
recognized, explained, and reshaped through the idea of suffering. It begins with Peter declaring that Jesus is the Messiah, but 
Jesus quickly explains that being the Messiah means facing rejection, death, and resurrection, and he calls his followers to a life of 
self-denial. The transfiguration shows that Jesus is God’s beloved Son, even as he moves toward the cross, and the disciples’ 
repeated confusion shows how strongly they expect power and status. Through lessons on humility, forgiveness, leadership, wealth, 
and service, Jesus teaches that God’s kingdom is not built on hierarchy or entitlement, but on childlike trust, sacrificial love, and 
faith in God’s justice. This section ends with Jesus beginning his final journey to Jerusalem, where the Son of Man willingly suffers 
to bring redemption and show that true greatness comes from serving others.

MATTHEW 16:1–4 — JESUS TO GIVE NO MORE SIGNS 
The Pharisees and Sadducees demand a sign from heaven, not out of genuine faith but as a test meant to discredit Jesus. Jesus 
rebukes them for their spiritual blindness: they can interpret the weather but fail to discern the decisive moment of God’s activity in 
their midst. The only sign they will receive is “the sign of Jonah,” pointing to Jesus himself—his death and resurrection—as God’s 
final and sufficient validation.

MATTHEW 16:5–12 — SPIRITUAL LEAVEN OF THE PHARISEES AND SADDUCEES 
The disciples initially misunderstand Jesus’ warning about “leaven,” taking it literally rather than spiritually. Jesus explains that he 
is warning them about the corrupting influence of the leaders’ teaching, which distorts God’s purposes despite outward religiosity. 
False teaching spreads subtly but powerfully, shaping perception and allegiance if left unchecked.

MATTHEW 16:13–14 — WHO IS THE SON OF MAN? 
Jesus asks his disciples how the crowds understand his identity, and the answers reflect common prophetic expectations—John the 
Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah, or another prophet. These responses show respect but fall short of grasping Jesus’ true role. The question 
sets the stage for a deeper, more decisive confession.

MATTHEW 16:15–16 — PETER’S CONFESSION OF JESUS’ IDENTITY 
When Jesus presses the disciples personally, Peter confesses him as “the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” This confession goes 
beyond popular speculation and recognizes Jesus as God’s anointed king and unique Son. This moment marks a turning point in 
the Gospel, where Jesus’ true identity is openly acknowledged by his followers.

MATTHEW 16:17–20 — JESUS’ PRONOUNCEMENTS ABOUT PETER 
Jesus affirms that Peter’s confession is the result of divine revelation, not human insight. He declares that this revealed truth about 
Jesus will be foundational for the community he is forming, and that it will withstand opposition. The focus is not Peter’s personal 
authority in isolation, but the God-revealed confession that defines the Messiah’s people.

MATTHEW 16:21–28 — THE SUFFERING SACRIFICE 
Jesus begins to teach plainly that his messianic mission necessarily involves suffering, rejection, death, and resurrection. Peter’s 
resistance reveals how deeply ingrained triumphal expectations were, even among the disciples. Jesus redefines both messiahship 
and discipleship: following him means embracing self-denial, faithfulness, and trust in God’s vindication rather than immediate 
glory.

These interpretations reflect Pastor Dan’s current understanding as a Bible teacher and are shared in a spirit of exploration. They do not imply formal endorsement by Glad Tidings Church of God.
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• END-TIMES CONTEXT 

Matthew 16–20 make the most sense when read as addressing an approaching, first-century climax in Israel’s covenant story rather 
than a distant end of world history. Jesus repeatedly anchors his predictions of suffering, judgment, and vindication within the 
lifetime of his contemporaries, warning that some standing with him would not taste death before seeing the Son of Man coming 
in his kingdom (Matthew 16:27–28). The transfiguration then functions as a preview and confirmation of that coming royal 
vindication, strengthening the disciples for what lies immediately ahead (Matthew 17:1–8). Jesus’ repeated announcements of his 
death and resurrection are followed by teachings that prepare his followers for upheaval, accountability, and reversal of status 
within Israel, not escape from the world (Matthew 17:22–23; 18:1–9). His parables and instructions about authority, judgment, 
reward, and inheritance assume an imminent reckoning in which God will publicly vindicate Jesus and expose false leadership 
(Matthew 19:27–30; 20:1–16). Read this way, the narrative shows Jesus announcing and living out a coming act of God—one that 
would change the current power systems, prove his role as the Messiah, and bring Israel’s covenant problems to a final resolution in 
his generation.

• UNITARIAN READING 

In Matthew 16–20, a Unitarian reading makes the best sense of the text by taking seriously the consistent distinction Jesus 
maintains between himself and God while affirming his unique, God-given authority. Peter confesses Jesus as the Messiah, the Son 
of the living God—not God himself—highlighting Jesus’ identity as God’s anointed human agent (Matthew 16:16–17). Jesus 
repeatedly attributes insight, authority, and vindication to the Father, praying to God, receiving revelation from God, and submitting 
to God’s will, especially as he predicts his suffering and death (Matthew 16:21; 17:5; 20:18–19). Even at the transfiguration, the 
heavenly voice does not identify Jesus as God, but as God’s beloved Son who must be listened to (Matthew 17:5). Throughout 
these chapters, Jesus presents himself as the Son of Man who will be exalted by God after suffering, not as a divine being acting 
independently, and he consistently redefines greatness in terms of obedient service under God’s authority (Matthew 20:25–28). 
Read this way, the narrative coherently portrays Jesus as the fully human Messiah uniquely chosen, empowered, and 
vindicated by the one God.

MATTHEW 17:1–13 — THE BELOVED, TRANSFIGURED SON 
Jesus is transfigured before Peter, James, and John, confirming his identity through the voice of the Father. Moses and Elijah 
appear, symbolizing the Law and the Prophets bearing witness to Jesus. This scene assures the disciples that the path of suffering is 
not a failure but part of God’s redemptive plan, anchored in Jesus’ unique sonship.

MATTHEW 17:14–27 — SONS OF THE KINGDOM 
Jesus heals a demon-possessed boy, exposing the disciples’ lack of faith and dependence on God. He then teaches privately about 
his impending death and resurrection, reinforcing the cost of his mission. The episode about the temple tax underscores that Jesus, 
as God’s Son, stands uniquely related to Israel’s institutions, and that his followers share a new identity shaped by grace rather than 
obligation.

MATTHEW 18:1–20:34 — THE COMMUNITY OF THE MESSIAH REVEALED 
This extended section lays out what life looks like under Jesus’ messianic reign. Jesus teaches humility, care for the vulnerable, 
forgiveness, reconciliation, and servant-hearted leadership as defining marks of his community. Greatness in the kingdom is 
measured not by power or status, but by faithfulness, mercy, and trust in God’s counter-cultural way of doing things.
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• THE SIGN OF JONAH 

When Jesus declares, “An evil and adulterous generation wants a sign; and so a sign will not be given to it, except the sign 
of Jonah” (Matthew 16:4, NASB), the emphasis falls not on Jonah’s message but on Jonah himself as the sign. As Michael J. 
Wilkins notes, Jonah emerged from the depths of the sea (think: death), alive, restored, and sent by God, and that resurrected 
Jonah confronted Nineveh with a clear call from God to repent. In the same way, Jesus insists that no further proof will be offered 
beyond his own vindication through death and resurrection. Wilkins explicitly connects this to Peter’s sermon in Acts 2:22–36, 
where the resurrection of Jesus is presented as God’s decisive public act, forcing Israel to reckon with the one they had rejected. If 
the generation standing before Jesus is to be saved, they must embrace the message of the one God has chosen to raise from the 
dead. As with Nineveh, the issue is not the clarity of the sign, but the response it demands.

• THE COMING OF THE SON OF MAN 

“For the Son of Man is going to come in the glory of his Father with his angels, and will then repay each person according 
to his deeds.” (Matthew 16:27, NASB)


This language is not random or vague. It comes straight out of Daniel 7 and the Old Testament “day of the LORD” passages, where 
God is described as coming in judgment—not by physically descending to the earth, but by acting decisively in history. In that 
biblical world, God “comes” when he publicly vindicates the faithful, judges the unfaithful, and brings that covenant world to an 
end. Jesus is placing himself squarely inside that framework. 

“Truly I say to you, there are some of those who are standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of Man 
coming in his kingdom.” (Matthew 16:28, NASB)


The time frame here could hardly be clearer. Jesus explicitly says that some of his current hearers would still be alive when this 
“coming” takes place. Whatever else we say about these verses, Jesus himself refuses to push this event into the distant future. The 
clock is set within the lifetime of that generation. 

Most commentators admit that these verses are difficult. The most common solution is to split them apart. Verse 28 is often 
explained as referring to the Transfiguration—a kind of symbolic “preview”—while verse 27 is reassigned to a much later, undefined 
end-time event. Others say the promise was fulfilled over several events like the resurrection, the ascension, or Pentecost. But this 
makes the things Jesus strongly talks about—judgment, repayment, and how soon it will happen—feel less serious. These ideas 
might make the teachings easier to accept, but they do it by splitting up what Jesus gave as one clear message. 

James Stuart Russell is a rare exception. Instead of trying to dilute the force of Jesus’ words, Russell asks a simple question: How 
would Jesus’ original audience have understood this? His answer is straightforward. Jesus was speaking about a near-term 
coming of the Son of Man in judgment and vindication—an event that would bring the current covenant world to its decisive end 
and publicly establish the reign of Jesus. Russell argues that this reading does not twist the text or force symbolism where it doesn’t 
belong. It simply allows Jesus’ language, imagery, and time statements to mean what they naturally mean. In doing so, Russell 
exposes how often later interpretations are driven, not by the text itself, but by a reluctance to accept that Jesus meant exactly what 
he said.


