How Many Signs Do You Need?  4-10-05

Matthew 16:1-4 (NIV)

1 The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from heaven. 2 He replied, "When evening comes, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,' 3 and in the morning, 'Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.' You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. 4 A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah." Jesus then left them and went away. 

Our last study in Matthew was the feeding of the 4000 on the Southeast coast of the Galilee. Jesus and His disciples sailed from there to Magadan. It has never been determined where that city was, but we know from the passage that followed that it was in the Jewish territories. They had been in Gentile territories since the time Jesus told the religious leaders that they were spiritually blind. (Matthew 15:14
)

It did not take long for those religious leaders to find and attack Jesus again. The interesting thing about this passage is that it sounds like the two groups have teamed up. 
1 The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from heaven. 
The Pharisees were the ultra conservative religious leaders. Their strict way of life always limited their number. At no time were there ever more than around 6000 of them. They began as a way of life about 200 years earlier when Antiochus Epiphanes tried to assimilate the Jews by encouraging them to accept Greek ways. The religious leaders responded by trying to strictly keep every detail of the Law. Eventually they had 50 volumes of writings on keeping the Law, which they valued as highly as the Law itself. (Matthew 15:9
) We might think of them as the ultra religious right today. I will not incriminate any particular denomination.

Juxtaposed to the Pharisees were the Sadducees. They were the secularists of their day. They only accepted part of Scripture as being divinely inspired. They encouraged the acceptance of Greek culture. They refused to believe in any afterlife, in the miraculous, in angels or spirits. (Matthew 22:23
 Acts 23:8
) That is why they were sad, you see (Sadducee).

The Pharisees hated Jesus because He challenged the value of their writings. His teachings undermined their pride in performance and elitism. (Matthew 23:23-25
) From their perspective, Jesus was undermining the Law. What they were unable to see is that He was fulfilling the Law. (Matthew 5:17
) Why could they not see that? Being such students of the Law, if anyone was to discern that Jesus was the Messiah, you would think it would have been these men. If they had seen it, they would have changed their group name to Gladisees. However, their study of the Law was intellectual and performance driven, not a desire to see their own faults and need for change. (Matthew 23:28)

The Sadducees were upset with Jesus because He was turning the people’s hearts to God, which undermined their efforts to secularize the nation. They maintained power by being the party Rome could count on to keep the people from being worked into a militaristic fervor over a Messianic claim. That is why they were appointed by Rome to control the Temple. Jesus threatened everything that they stood for. 

In this passage for today, these two opposing forces joined to fight a mutual threat. It is amazing how enemies can abandon their opposing ideologies to fight a mutual enemy. The Pharisees did not believe Jesus could deliver a sign from heaven. One of the superstitions of the day was that demons could perform earthly miracles, but that only God could give a sign from heaven. The Sadducees did not even think a sign from heaven was possible. Because both groups’ wealth, pride, power and position were threatened by Jesus, they set aside their differences to test Him.

It is not a good idea to try to test God. The Children of Israel tested God during their wilderness wanderings. (Psalms 78:18
) They asked God to give them meat. He did. They ate until they died from it. (Numbers 11:20
) You see, testing God implies that we have some kind of right to make a demand on God, as if God has to prove Himself to His creation on our terms. It is one thing to make a request of God out of a humble heart, and another thing altogether to demand that God do as you desire. “If you are God, then do so and so.” Just think how that must sound to our Creator. 

It is not that Jesus did not want them to know and believe. That was His desire. In fact, He had given dozens or even hundreds of signs. Isaiah prophesied that the virgin birth was a sign. (Isaiah 7:14
) John the Baptist did not miss the sign he needed, the Spirit of God descending like a dove on Jesus. (John 1:33
) Simeon and Anna did not miss their sign, whatever it was. They were waiting in the Temple for the baby Messiah and were rewarded with seeing Him before they died. (See Luke 2:25-38) It was Simeon who said that Jesus, Himself, was a sign, a sign that would be opposed. (Luke 2:34
) His virgin birth, the timing of the birth, His wisdom even in childhood, His anointing by the Spirit, His power to heal, the wisdom by which He spoke, even His breaking of the boundaries established by the Scribes, (See Jesus Concealed in the Old Testament pg 25) everything about His perfect life was a sign to anyone who wanted to see, in that day and today. 

Nicodemus, one of the Pharisees said to Jesus, “We know that you are from God.” (John 3:2
) Many of them knew and yet rejected. Just as Jesus said in the story of the rich man and Lazarus, “They have Moses and the prophets. If they will not hear them, neither would they believe though one rose from the dead.” (Luke 16:29
) Jesus’ words were always rich with meaning. Even when He did rise, these hardhearted leaders paid the Roman guards to lie and say the body was stolen. (Matthew 28:13
)

How can we get that hardhearted? How can we get to the place where the truth does not matter even when it stares you in the face? Why do some see the daily signs all around us and believe, while others see the most amazing signs and yet refuse to believe? Surely, the Spirit of God draws everyone. How many signs do we need?

We all face those times when the reality of the spiritual realm crashes through our walls, those barriers we create to maintain our love for the world and our pursuit of pleasure. The Holy Spirit will sometimes get through the noise we create to keep ourselves from hearing. When we cannot avoid Him, we must make a choice. We either turn up the volume and go on our way, or we turn it down and listen. If, by the grace of God we listen and consider, we begin to see the signs. However, if we refuse to hear, the signs are non-existent, though they surround us. “Their eyes reject the evidence because their hearts reject the One who gives it.” MacArthur Don’t let that be true of you! We ignore the Spirit to our own detriment. 

There is some doubt as to whether or not Jesus gave this illustration of the sky. The text is not in the oldest and most reliable manuscripts.
2 He replied, "When evening comes, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,' 3 and in the morning, 'Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.' You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times.
It became a mariners’ poem, “Red sky at night, sailors’ delight; Red sky in the morning, sailor’s warning.” Jesus was repeating His previous accusation in an illustrative way. These leaders were blind to spiritual truth. They could tell the weather related signs, but they could not see the spiritual signs. (Luke 12:54-56
) How is it that they could read Daniel and not see that He predicted the Messiah would come in their day? (Daniel 9:25-26a
) How could they read Isaiah and not see the Messiah would perform the very miracles Jesus performed? (Isaiah 35:4-6
) Even the Gentile world was talking about a new Jewish king rising up in their day! Why could everyone see but the ones who should have seen? What was the matter with them? How could their pride so blind them?

Perhaps we should ask ourselves how could our pride so blind us today? Do we have any less signs than these men did? I think we have many more. We can read of their mistake in rejecting their Messiah. Is that not a sign to us? We can read the details of fulfilled prophecy, and you do not have to be a rich man to have the printed details in your hand. We have the archeological evidence. We have the story of the early church and its spread around the world. We have the sign of a million transformed lives. We have prophecies fulfilled in our day. Yet many refuse to believe, and stubbornly cling like these religious leaders to their own ways.

Do we know the signs of our time? When has a nation ever been reborn after 2000 years? (Isaiah 66:8
) David predicted the day would come, and we have seen it. (Psalms 102:16
) Jesus predicted these last days would see violent earthquakes. (Matthew 24:7
) Have you noticed they are becoming more frequent? He predicted there would be wars and rumors of wars. (Matthew 24:6
) There have been more wars with more people killed in the last hundred years than ever in history. Jesus predicted famines. Though we have abundance in some countries, people are starving. He predicted believers would suffer and be killed. (John 16:2
) There are more martyrs in our time than ever before. The Apostle Peter predicted in the last days people would scoff at the second coming of Christ and many would fall away. (2 Peter 3:4
) They predicted an upsurge in lawlessness before the coming of the Lawless One. (2 Peter 3:17
, 2 Thessalonians 2:7-8
) We are seeing all these things come to pass but do we really see the signs of the times? Or do we, like these religious leaders prefer darkness to light?

There are rare cases when a person’s upbringing or circumstances so limit them that they are in need of a special sign to break through all the indoctrination they have received. Saul was one such man. Jesus appeared to him in His glorified condition, blinding him, and giving him a new direction in life. (Acts 9:3-6
) He became Paul the Apostle. Paul said that God had mercy on him because he had acted in ignorance. (1 Timothy 1:13
)

Jonah seemed to be such a man. He was a reluctant prophet. Interesting that God should choose what happened to him as a sign of resurrection. He personally needed a sign. God prepared a great fish to swallow him and head him back in the right direction, to give God’s message to a barbaric group of Gentiles. What a sign!

The magi were not of Israel, yet God spoke to them and gave them the sign of a star in the heavens. (Matthew 2:2
) It led them to the baby Jesus. So you see, if you are just that isolated or indoctrinated that you need a special sign, God can give it to you. If you do not get one, it is because you do not need it. You have enough comprehensible signs all around you. Do not be like those stubborn leaders who would not believe the signs because they did not want to believe the One that sent the signs. (Acts 19:8-9
)

4 A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah." Jesus then left them and went away. 

I do not think I understood this before. The wicked are looking for a sign because they refuse to see the ones all around them. When they get the sign of Jonah, buried and raised to life, they will not believe it either. This would make a great Easter passage. The fact that Jesus was raised from the dead was the chief proof and message of the Apostles. All the way through the book of Acts you see them preaching resurrection. (See Acts 1:22; 2:24, 31-32; 3:15, 26; 4:2, 10, 33; 5:30 etc.) When Paul got to Athens, the chief reason they rejected him was the message of the resurrection of Jesus. (Acts 17:32-33
) Just as in the Jewish culture and our culture, the Greeks had those who believed that the miraculous never invades our world. Nevertheless, it does! Moreover, it is often in the form of transformed lives.

One of the members of this congregation is a miraculous sign to her neighbor. Her neighbor’s health is failing and she goes over each day to check on her and help her. This neighbor does not know the Lord. She cannot figure out why she is doing it. The woman even asked her if she is hoping that she is going to will the house to her. She is trying to figure it out, but just can’t. It does not make sense. Why would someone give of himself or herself without receiving something in return? The natural mind cannot understand the things of the Spirit. Loving others does not make sense to the natural mind. We are surrounded by signs, if we are willing to see them. Everyone who is attending the service this Sunday has seen the signs of the beauty of creation that is all around us. (Romans 1:20
)

There is only one problem that keeps people from seeing the signs. Jesus clearly explained it in John 3:19-20. 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. John 3:19-20 (NIV) Do you see the signs? Do you love the light? Are you open to seeing the signs? Are you willing to examine them with an open mind? How many signs do you need?

When the Apostle Paul was chased out of Thessalonica, he went to Berea. When he told the people of how Jesus was a fulfillment of the writings of the Old Testament prophets, instead of getting upset and throwing him out of their town too, they searched the writings of the prophets to see if it was true. They were open to examining the signs in God’s word, and they became believers. (Acts 17:11
)

At the end of our passage today, there is a Greek word that conveys more than is translated in our texts. Our passage just says Jesus left them. The implication is that He left them behind. He was done with them. We will not see any kind of real dialogue until His last week. This short stop into Jewish territory is only on His way to a Roman city. These leaders now had the additional sign of another miraculous feeding of thousands and yet they opposed Him. They would never believe. They had made their choice in spite of the evidence. 

Do you see the signs in your life? Sometimes the Holy Spirit knocks again after a long time of letting us alone. He is giving us another chance to turn down the volume and hear Him. He is asking again if we are willing to receive all the signs we have been given. However, God said His Spirit would not always strive with man. (Genesis 6:3
) Eventually, if we will not choose, if we love darkness rather than light, He will leave us behind. That is not because it is His choice but ours. (2 Peter 3:9
) Open your heart to the signs all around you and believe!

Do not say, “I am so (fair I see) all the rules to be good”, or I am (sad you see) because I have no hope in death. Be a (glad I see) all Jesus did to give me eternal life. Do we have any Gladicees in the congregation? 

22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 1 Corinthians 1:22-24 (NIV)
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