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Missing What’s Right in Front of You 
Matthew 16:1-12 

25 March 2018 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  Why don’t people want to believe who Jesus is? 

Big Idea:  Not everyone recognises the Messiah in front of them. 

Introduction 

Isn’t it infuriating when someone can’t see something that’s right in front of them? 

Last night, I asked my wife if she could think of a good incident that I could use as an 

illustration. 

She replied by saying, “You’ve come to the right woman.” 

 

I’ve got a hunch that she might’ve had me in mind. 

I don’t know how she does it. 

I can look through the cupboard, completely unable to find the shirt that she reckons is 

there. 

Then she comes along though, and it just… appears. 

It’s right there in plain sight. 

 

Just as classic is asking one of the kids to find their shoes, only to be told, “I can’t find them.  

They’re not here.” 

You see their eyes scan around the room, looking everywhere. 

Everywhere, that is, except at the shoes that are right in front of them! 

Grrrr. 

 

From time to time, we all struggle to see what’s right there in front of us. 

Whether it’s the missing glasses on top of your head. 

Or the lost book that you’re walking around with in your hand. 

Or the sign that says “Sorry, we don’t accept Amex” in large letters right next to the 

terminal. 
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Guilty as charged. 

Outline 

This is going to be the last sermon for a while in our series working through the gospel of 

Matthew. 

This section of Matthew’s gospel is all about establishing who this Messiah is. 

I realise that Matthew’s recorded the edited highlights for us, but it seems quite obvious, 

doesn’t it? 

 

Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah. 

Jesus is the Messiah who has power over creation. 

He has power over demons. 

Disease and sickness are like putty in his hands. 

Actually, he doesn’t even need to use his hands – touching the edge of his cloak is enough. 

No wonder crowds flock to him. 

How could anyone possibly fail to recognise him as the Messiah? 

 

And yet there’s people who can’t see what’s plain and obvious to me. 

The evidence in front of them is something that they just can’t make sense of. 

More than just that, they actually oppose Jesus as if he’s some kind of nut, a freak. 

 

Jesus confronts two reasons why people don’t want to believe who Jesus is: 

 Some people don’t want to see (vv 1-4) 

 Some people forget what they’ve seen (vv5-12) 

The big idea of this passage is that not everyone recognises the Messiah in front of them. 

Some people don’t want to see (vv1-4) 

Some people don’t see Jesus for who he is because they simply don’t want to. 
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You might remember that half-way through chapter 15, we saw that Jesus left the area 

around Lake Galilee because of the opposition that was building against him. 

After a short break, it doesn’t take long for the pressure to build again after he comes back. 

Not long after the feeding of the 4,000, the Pharisees and Sadducees come to find Jesus. 

 

Matthew talks about the Scribes and the Pharisees so often that it’d be easy to assume 

that’s who he’s talking about here. 

These are different groups though – they’re the Pharisees and the Sadducees. 

It’s quite surprising that they’re lumped together here because these two groups were very 

different from each other. 

 

The Pharisees held to the authority of the whole Old Testament as we know it, while the 

Sadducees only trusted the first five books of Moses. 

The Sadducees were happy to work with the Romans (or any other political power for that 

matter). 

The Pharisees didn’t want anything to do with gentiles. 

The Pharisees were ordinary people who cared deeply about tradition. 

The Sadducees were the aristocrats, the social elite who rolled with the times. 

 

These weren’t groups that usually had anything to do with each other. 

They make a very unlikely, perhaps even awkward, team. 

What brought them together?   

It was their common enemy – their mutual dislike of Jesus. 

They’re willing to join forces to try and catch him out. 

 

It might sound like they’re coming to give Jesus a fair hearing. 

That’s not the case though. 

They’ve already drawn their own conclusions about Jesus, having started to plot how they 

can kill Jesus back in chapter 12.1 

Don’t mistake this for a chance meeting – they’ve come out with one purpose and one 

purpose only: to test him. 



~ 4 ~ 

It’s been a long time since we looked at chapter 4, but if you were reading Matthew’s gospel 

in one sitting then you’d remember that’s exactly what the devil did in the wilderness. 

 

They’re hoping to discredit Jesus by asking for a spectacular sign – a sign from heaven. 

Hopefully one that he won’t be able to do. 

Their plan is that he’ll be shown to be a fraud in public and the crowds will turn against him. 

 

Jesus’ response is as clever as you’ve come to expect. 

Your translation might say that the Pharisees and Sadducees want a sign from “heaven”. 

That’s a good translation, but more literally it’s “sky”. 

They want a sign from the sky. 

 

Jesus points out that they’re good at reading the sky. 

Long before the Bureau of Meteorology had expensive RADAR and sophisticated computer 

models to try and predict the weather, the ancients could do a pretty good job just by 

looking at the sky. 

I remember doing the milking with my Dad in the morning and him quoting the old maritime 

rhyme: 

Red sky at night, sailors' delight. 

Red sky at morning, sailors take warning. 

Jesus is basically quoting the ancient version of the same thing – a well-known rhyme about 

the weather. 

 

Here’s a picture of the red sky in the evening. 

And this’s a picture of the red sky in the morning. 

They’re not that different. 

According to this ditty, what does a red sky mean? 

The answer is… it depends on the time of day! 

If the sky’s red in the evening, then the weather’s going to be good. 

But if the sky’s red in the morning, then is a warning of bad weather to come. 
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They can read the sky depending on the time, but they fail to read the times based on the 

signs from heaven. 

Jesus says: 

Matthew 16:3b (NIV11)  You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but 

you cannot interpret the signs of the times. 

They can’t read that Jesus’ miracles are a sign that a new era is dawning. 

That people are being healed and released from their sickness and disease is a clear sign 

that the Messiah has come. 

Through the prophet Isaiah, God promised that his servant would come. 

Isaiah 61:1–3b (NIV11)  1 The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the 

LORD has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up 

the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness 

for the prisoners, 2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’S favour and the day of 

vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn, 3 and provide for those who grieve 

in Zion— to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of joy instead 

of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. 

That’s Jesus – proclaiming good news, healing people and providing joy.  

Yet they fail to see what’s right in front of them. 

 

The whole idea of them needing a sign really is pretty over-the-top, isn’t it? 

Seriously?  C’mon. 

They’ve seen blind eyes see. 

They’ve seen lame people walk. 

They’ve even seen someone raised from the dead. 

Weren’t they enough of a clue? 

 

What exactly is it that they were looking for? 

Bread from heaven? 

Well, they’ve already seen that happen.  Twice. 

Feeding 4,000 people with seven bread rolls and a few fish wasn’t enough?   

A voice from heaven?  They’ve heard that at Jesus’ baptism. 

Are they after fire from heaven? 
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What kind of a sign from heaven will make them realise that Jesus really is the Messiah? 

 

The answer, of course, is that nothing will satisfy them. 

“They just can’t do it,” says the Captain. 

But it’s not because they don’t have the power. 

It’s because they’re not really after answers. 

Nothing’s going to be good enough, they always want a little bit more. 

 

Jesus is obviously a little fed up too. 

There’s not much room for miscommunication here, is there? 

Jesus calls them “An evil and adulterous generation”. 

Verse 4: 

Matthew 16:4a (NIV11)  4 A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a sign, but 

none will be given it except the sign of Jonah.” 

Pursuing the Lord isn’t really on their agenda. 

Far more important is pursuing their own righteousness and polishing their own idols. 

Really, they’re rejecting Jesus. 

 

So, no more signs. 

Jesus isn’t going to play that game as it won’t make any difference. 

They’ve refused to accept the signs that God has already given them. 

Signs that the kingdom of heaven has dawned. 

That God’s rule is breaking through in a new way. 

The problem is that they don’t want to know. 

 

There is one sign that’ll be an exception though. 

There will be one more sign. 

The biggest, clearest and amazing sign – a sign like no other. 

This section basically repeats what happened in chapter 12:38-42, where they were also 

asking for a sign. 
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Here, just like there, Jesus explains that the sign of Jonah would be the only sign they’d get. 

 

The final sign will be the resurrection. 

The sign of Jonah is God raising Jesus from the dead. 

We know that because Jesus tells us in 12:40: 

Matthew 12:40 (NIV11)  40 For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly 

of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of 

the earth. 

 

If there’s a sign that Jesus was the Messiah, then it’s the resurrection. 

Only the One who can give life could possibly raise a body from the dead after three days. 

It’s the miracle that can’t be faked or repeated. 

And it’s a promise of what is to come for everyone who puts their trust in Jesus. 

 

We celebrate Jesus’ death and resurrection regularly at Grace Bible Church Corinda. 

It’s something that we can and should do every week. 

However, next week is a particular time that we stop to remember the resurrection. 

In one sense, it’s not a special day at all, but it’s a great opportunity. 

 

It’s a great opportunity because – although it’s fading – it’s still part of our culture for 

people to come to church at Christmas and Easter. 

That’s why we go out of our way to cast the net wide and invite people to join us over the 

Easter long weekend. 

But the other reason for inviting people is because we’re going to be talking about the 

resurrection– the greatest sign which shows who Jesus is. 

And on Easter Sunday I’ll basically be giving a defence for why we should believe that the 

resurrection happened. 

 

So, next weekend would be a great opportunity to invite someone to join you at church. 

They’re going to hear the good news. 

You never know, they might just say ‘yes’. 
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And yet even the resurrection won’t convince everyone, because there are people who just 

don’t want to accept the evidence of who Jesus is. 

In Luke’s gospel, there’s this great little account which tells us as much. 

A rich man asks for Lazarus to go back and warn his family of what faces them after death: 

Luke 16:30–31 (NIV11)  30 “ ‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the 

dead goes to them, they will repent.’ 31 “He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to 

Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the 

dead.’ ” 

 

What’s the problem? 

Why won’t people believe that Jesus is the Messiah who can heal them, even when they see 

the evidence? 

Let’s start with what’s not the problem. 

It’s not that people aren’t smart enough. 

How is it that highly intelligent people can understand amazing things and yet not 

understand who Jesus is? 

How is it that Stephen Hawking who was undoubtedly gifted with a brilliant mind didn’t get 

the gospel and maintained that there was no god – as far as we know – until the end? 

It’s not a problem with intellect. 

The simplest person can understand the gospel. 

 

Nor is it a lack of evidence. 

I remember meeting with one bloke and talking about Jesus and reading the Bible. 

He was interested in having philosophical debates, but he wasn’t interested in Jesus, not 

really. 

He kept saying, “I want some evidence.” 

I showed him the evidence but he dismissed. 

He insisted that it be the evidence he wanted, on his terms. 

 

Some people just don’t want to recognise Jesus for who he is. 

They refuse to see what’s there in front of their face, hidden in plain sight. 
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They are so spiritually blind that they can’t see. 

That was the situation that the Pharisees and Sadducees were in. 

 

When all they wanted is confrontation, when they refused to accept the evidence that 

shows who he is, Jesus choose to leave them and walks away. 

Some people don’t want to see. 

Some people forget what they’ve seen (vv5-12) 

Some people don’t want to see who Jesus is, others of us forget who he is. 

 

This section can be a bit tricky because Matthew writes very briefly (almost like in dot 

points), leaving gaps for us to fill in. 

There are a few different views about what’s going on here, but I think the main point is 

clear. 

 

Jesus sets out with the disciples once again and they cross over the lake. 

Without being prompted by anything, it seems, Jesus says to the disciples: 

Matthew 16:6 (NIV11)  6 “Be careful,” Jesus said to them. “Be on your guard against 

the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” 

 

This section of Matthew’s gospel seems to be all about bread, doesn’t it? 

It began with the feast for Herod’s birthday and the theme just keeps coming up. 

When Jesus said something about yeast, the disciples thought that Jesus was talking about 

the yeast in bread. 

 

Only it turns out that they haven’t actually got any bread with them. 

Remember the seven basketfuls that were left over? 

Well, they’d left them behind. 

There they are, at least thirteen guys who are being forced to have an involuntary fast 

because they didn’t bring any bread. 

I don’t think they’re not too happy, knowing that they’re going to be a little bit hungry. 
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When the disciples heard what Jesus said, they thought it was some kind of comment on 

what they’d done. 

Verse 7: 

Matthew 16:7 (NIV11)  7 They discussed this among themselves and said, “It is 

because we didn’t bring any bread.” 

They thought Jesus was reprimanding them for not bringing the bread. 

Except Jesus wasn’t really concerned about bread at all. 

 

This actually tells us a lot about the disciples. 

They seem to have forgotten who it is they’re following. 

They should’ve known that bread wasn’t a big deal for Jesus wasn’t concerned about bread. 

Not because it wasn’t needed, but because it wasn’t hard to provide. 

 

Jesus asks them why on earth they’re talking about bread? 

Don’t they remember the feeding of the five thousand? 

How Jesus provided for his people, starting with almost nothing. 

And yet there were twelve whole baskets left over. 

Have they already forgotten about the feeding of the four thousand? 

Jesus cares for his people and his compassion causes him to act on their behalf for their 

benefit. 

That time, there were seven baskets left over. 

If they’re with Jesus, then having enough bread is really going to be the least of their 

concerns. 

 

How quickly they’d forgotten who Jesus is. 

We look on smugly and think, “Those silly disciples, how could they possibly get that wrong? 

“We would never do something like that!” 

Yeah right. 

 

We often have the spiritual memory of the proverbial goldfish. 
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Forgetfulness is one of the greatest enemies of our spiritual lives. 

Too often and too quickly, we forget that we’re not just following a man, but the man. 

In our minds we reduce Jesus down to being a regular bloke like one of us rather than the 

Son of the Almighty God. 

 

Like the disciples, it’s often material matters that cause us to forget. 

The material cares of the world crowd us and eclipse the Son. 

Like the seed that Jesus talks about in chapter 13, falling amongst the thorns. 

Who remembers what the thorns represent in Jesus parable? 

Matthew 13:22 (NIV11)  22 The seed falling among the thorns refers to someone who 

hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the 

word, making it unfruitful. 

 

The cares of the world can take up so much of our attention. 

There’s something right about that because this life matters. 

But it’s often material things that worry us and keep us awake at night. 

We can allow the mundane to take over. 

The point isn’t that we should be lazy, but dependence on God is the key. 

The disciples were preoccupied with the material things in the world to the point of 

forgetting who they’re following. 

 

We need to fight to guard and hold onto our vision of who Jesus is. 

Be careful of who you listen to. 

Listening to bad advice is a disaster. 

Beware of anyone who takes your focus away from Jesus. 

What could be simpler than following Jesus? 

Yet it’s a fulltime job because it’s just so easy to get off-course. 

 

This might sound like lazy application this morning, yet it’s actually key. 

Firstly, we need fellowship – brothers and sisters to remind us of Christ and what he’s done. 

People who will point us to the Lord. 
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Secondly, read the word so that you’re constantly hearing the voice of Jesus. 

In our media-saturated world, we’re constantly hearing the voices of all kinds of things vying 

for our attention. 

If you’re not listening to the voice of Jesus, then don’t be surprised when other voices sound 

louder. 

We gave out some bookmarks at the start of the year for you to think about your spiritual 

life and how you’re going help keep it vibrant this year. 

How are you going?  Well?   Fantastic! 

Or perhaps now that we’re a quarter of the way through the year, it’s time for a spiritual 

reboot because you’ve forgotten Jesus. 

 

Thirdly, memorise scripture. 

We’re living in an age where our brains are being increasingly trained to be able to access 

information rather than store it. 

I was listening to a radio program last week that was saying that it’s not that we’ve lost the 

ability to remember things, but that we just don’t try to do it anymore. 

We fall back onto the fact that we can access the Bible so easily. 

Which, of course, is only any good if we do. 

But we also miss out on Scripture soaking deeply into our minds and being reminded of 

those truths as we think about them each time we revise. 

 

The gospel is simple, so you’d think it’d be hard to forget. 

We need to be reminded of the gospel message constantly. 

Who Jesus is and what he’s done. 

 

The disciples were worried about their empty stomachs. 

They trust the master, but not as fully as they should. 

That’s why they’re described as having ‘little faith’. 

It’s not that they don’t have any faith at all, but it’s still fledgling. 

Unlike the woman who persistently requested that Jesus heal her sick, demon-possessed 

daughter. 
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She had great faith. 

She trusted Jesus completely. 

The disciple’s faith isn’t as whole and complete as it could be. 

I reckon that’s why Matthew’s included this story here. 

 

But we also need to deal with the point that Jesus actually wanted to make too. 

Jesus warns the disciples about the empty teaching of the religious leaders. 

That’s what the ‘leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees’ is. 

Religion without recognising Jesu. 

 

We see at the end of this section that the penny finally dropped for the disciples. 

Jesus wasn’t worried about bread, he was worried about them being led astray by false 

teaching. 

Verse 12: 

Matthew 16:12 (NIV11)  12 Then they understood that he was not telling them to 

guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees. 

 

The teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees was quite different so it seems odd that 

they’re lumped together. 

However they have one thing in common – what they taught and practiced undermined 

Jesus. 

They were focused on the external, on how they could make themselves right with God by 

what they did. 

How to please and undermine what God has done. 

That undermines the grace that God shows us in the gospel. 

 

See, it’s totally different when we focus on Jesus. 

When we focus on the Lord, we’re not focusing on a set of rules that we have to keep, we’re 

not following a set formula that we have to follow. 

The gospel is about God’s grace. 

His kindness and love. 
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That Jesus has done what we cannot do. 

As soon as we try to add in our own achievements, it corrupts the gospel. 

 

And those corruptions are subtle. 

Even though many English translations say ‘yeast’, a better translation is ‘leaven’. 

It’s the little ball of dough that you keep out from whatever it is that you’re making. 

You add it to a new lot of flour the next time and work it and let it grow, so that the new 

flour will rise as well. 

A tiny bit goes a long way. 

Galatians 5:9 (NIV11)  9 “A little yeast works through the whole batch of dough.” 

 

That’s dangerous if it’s bad teaching. 

Jesus tells the disciples outright to be on their guard. 

The problem with leaven is that you don’t see it at work. 

There’s no colour to it. 

It just quietly pervades. 

You only see the effects of it as everything rises up. 

 

The Pharisees and Sadducees have a massive sign on them, warning people to watch out. 

Jesus says that you have to be on your guard.  Don’t forget. 

Be careful of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees because they quietly infected the 

whole people of God by taking the focus off Jesus. 

There’s great danger in forgetting who Jesus is. 

 

Forgetting is dangerous. 

Forgetting the simple truths of the gospel and what God has done is bad for our spiritual 

health. 

So be vigilant and on-guard. 
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Conclusion 

Sometimes we miss what’s right in front of us. 

We don’t even notice.  That’s the worst part. 

You feel like a real goose when you’ve been searching for you keys and you find out that 

they’ve been in your hand the whole time. 

Or someone points out that you can’t find your glasses because they’re actually on your 

head. 

 

Sometimes it’s because we just don’t want to know. 

At other times we head off-course  because we forget – we’re not good at remembering 

who Jesus is and what he’s done. 

 

As we’ve been reading this account of Jesus’ life over the last term, I hope you’ve seen who 

Jesus is. 

He’s not just another teacher. 

He’s the powerful, mighty Son of God. 

That’s who the Messiah is. 

Don’t be someone who hardens your heart. 

Don’t forget. 

Instead, be a faithful disciple who says, “I can see clearly now, the Christ has come.”

1  12:14 
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Big Question:  Why don’t people want to believe who Jesus is? 

Big Idea:  Not everyone recognises the Messiah in front of them. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why did Jesus talk about predicting the weather? 

2. Why don’t people want to acknowledge Jesus for who he is? 

3. What is the best way of overcoming spiritual blindness? 

4. Why is the resurrection important to what we believe as Christians? 

5. What kind of things cause you to forget Jesus (practically, if not intellectually)? 

6. What are some things you can do to help you remember who Jesus is? 

7. Why does Jesus describe the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees as being like 

leaven? 


