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First Presbyterian Church November 19, 2017 

Rev. Jesse Garner Judges 4:1-7; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11; Matthew 25:14-30 

Missing the Whole Point 

We call Matthew, Mark and Luke the “synoptic” gospels because they all share a common 

framework through which to view events in the life of Jesus.  It’s certainly true that they have a 

great deal in common, including a common chronology of the life of Jesus, beginning with his 

birth in Matthew and Luke, and his baptism in Mark, and then continuing on through all the 

familiar parts of his ministry in Galilee and Judea, before culminating in the tumultuous events 

of his death and resurrection in Jerusalem.  They also have a great deal of narrative content in 

common in terms of the notable events that took place over the course of Jesus’ ministry, and 

especially his miracles and his teaching.  In places the three gospels track along practically word 

for word, especially Matthew and Mark, so much so that for a long time, Mark was thought to be 

simply a condensed version of Matthew, the Reader’s Digest version, as it were.  Nowadays, the 

more common view is that Matthew and Luke are simply expanded versions of Mark, Mark in 

effect seen as the common core of the synoptic gospels. 

But for all the very real similarities among these three gospels, they’re not all the same.  Not 

by a long shot.  There’s a reason why we have all three in the New Testament and not just one.  

In fact, it is precisely because they do have so much in common that the differences among the 

three are all the more noticeable.  The fact is that each of the gospels is quite distinctive in its own 

right, with substantial differences presumably reflecting the very different personalities of their 

respective authors, and the very different audiences for which each of the gospels was originally 

written.  The differences are so pronounced that for all the similarities, these three gospels are 

really more different than they are alike.  So much so, that I’ve always had the feeling that if I 

were ever to meet all three of the evangelists, I’d immediately know who was who just by looking 

at them. 

Of the three, I’ve always been most partial to Matthew.  His gospel is more polished and more 

restrained than Mark’s, and at the same time, more practical and realistic in his view of the world 

than Luke’s, a gospel that is so relentlessly optimistic that I wonder at times whether Luke lived 

in the same world as I do.  Matthew certainly did, and what is more, rather like many of us today, 

Matthew seems to have been quite concerned about the direction that the church was heading at 

the time he was writing his gospel.  In fact, I think that’s probably why he was writing the gospel 

in the first place, to try to bring the church back more in line with what Matthew thought Jesus 

would have wanted, a direction more faithful to Christ’s own vision for the church. 

Nowhere is the tension between where the church seemed to be heading at that time, and 

where Matthew thought it should be headed, more evident than in the three great parables of the 

25th chapter of Matthew, the heart and soul of Matthew’s gospel.  All three of these parables were 

no doubt originally told by Jesus, but my gut feeling is that it was Matthew who combined all 
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three into one very powerful unit, and made it the capstone of his account of Jesus’ teaching 

ministry, the summing up of Jesus’ gospel message.  Anyone who reads this chapter can tell that 

Matthew is deeply concerned about something, that things are not right. 

To put it mildly, these are not warm and cuddly stories that make you feel good all over, 

like—for example—Luke’s stories of the lost sheep or the prodigal son.  No, these have just the 

opposite effect.  Each one of these three parables concludes with a judgment that is harsh and 

unyielding, even unreasonably so.  In the first, our gospel reading last week, the five foolish 

bridesmaids who ran out of oil for their lamps and had to go buy more, get locked out of the 

wedding banquet, with the door to their entry barred, and the bridegroom who had invited them 

now claiming not even to know them. 

Next week, we’ll hear about the last judgment where Christ separates the sheep from the 

goats, when those judged to have turn their backs on Jesus by doing nothing for the least of his 

brothers and sisters when they were in need, are then consigned to eternal punishment.  Not just 

punishment, mind you, but eternal punishment.  Today, of course, we have heard the parable of 

the talents, where the third of the master’s servants, the worthless slave, his master calls him, is 

cast into the outer darkness, where there is only weeping and the gnashing of teeth.  This, in 

Matthew, is the last word.  These are the last teachings of Jesus.  You can’t but wonder what 

Matthew is so worked up about?  What even is he so angry about that he would end things on a 

note like this? 

I’ve been thinking about this all week, wondering what it is that has Matthew so disturbed.  

Because he’s not just a little put out about something.  It’s painfully clear that he’s really upset, 

something’s really bothering him, and the more I think about it, the more I think it all goes back 

to when and where Matthew wrote his gospel, and therefore what was going on in the world and 

the church at the time he sat down to write.  Because I think that’s what it was that so influenced 

Matthew’s version of the gospel message, that’s what he’s so upset about. 

No one knows for sure when or where any of the gospels was written, though from hints in 

each of one of them, it’s possible to make an educated guess.  Mark, for example, was long thought 

to have been written in Rome around the year during the late 60’s.  Matthew, on the other hand, 

seems to have been written in Galilee (where it all started, of course) a number of years later, 

perhaps between 80 and 90.  If that’s so, Matthew was writing during a very tumultuous period 

in the years following the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans after a Jewish revolt.  That—

and in particular the destruction of the Temple—had a profound effect upon both the early 

Christians and also the larger Jewish community of which the Christians in Palestine were then 

still a part.  But that was changing, and changing right at this time. 

It was changing in part because Christianity was rapidly becoming an overwhelmingly 

Gentile religion, both because of Paul’s success among the Gentiles, and because of a growing 

Jewish reaction against that fact.  In fact, it was right at this time that Judaism explicitly banned 



 

3 

followers of Jesus from the synagogue, which had not been the case up till now.   The result of all 

this was a Christianity that was losing a great deal of its Jewish heritage, and a Judaism that was 

becoming more and more in line with the Pharisees’ view of religion, and both of these—not 

surprisingly—are major concerns of the Gospel of Matthew, suggesting that they were major 

issues for Mathew at the time he was writing the gospel. 

It’s not that Matthew didn’t like Gentiles or Pharisees.  Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t, but 

that’s not the issue.  The issue is that he was afraid that a Christianity that was moving in a Gentile 

direction, and a Judaism that was moving in a Pharisee direction, were both in danger of losing 

sight of something fundamental, something that had been at the very heart of Jesus’ ministry, 

which was actually living a life that reflected God’s love for all people.  It wasn’t a matter 

primarily of holding certain ideas, or maintaining certain beliefs; it was a matter of doing 

something, of living your life in a way that touched other people’s lives in the way that Jesus 

touched people’s lives.  That’s what it meant to be a follower of Jesus.  If you weren’t doing that, 

it didn’t much matter what you claimed to believe.  If you think that sounds a whole lot like the 

Epistle of James, you’re exactly right. 

I think what was happening in Matthew’s day is very much like what’s happening in our 

world today, and by our world, I mean the world of the church.  The extreme polarization of 

today’s politics is having an effect on the church by forcing people to the extremes on both sides 

of the aisle.  These days, religion has become more and more a matter of holding the proper views 

or opinions on a range of issues, more and more what your position is on abortion or immigration 

or economic inequality or climate change or whatever.  As if everyone in a church is supposed to 

think just alike.  We’re not supposed to think alike, but we are supposed to live alike, because 

we’re all supposed to be following the same person, living our lives the way Jesus lived his.  If 

we’re not doing that, well then we’ve missed the whole point.  Which means it’s a good time to 

go back and take another look at the Gospel of Matthew. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever. 


