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A question Jesus asks 

 

Exodus 34:1–12 

Psalm 90:1–6, 13–17 

1 Thessalonians 2:1–8 

Matthew 22:34-46 

 

Text: Matthew 22:42 

‘What do you think of the Messiah?  Whose son is he?’ They said to him, ‘The son of David.’ 

 

Introduction 

In the year 1840 British Parliament passed the act that united the colonies of Upper (think 

Ontario) and Lower (think Quebec) Canada into the Province of Canada.  This Act of Union was 

in response to the violent rebellions of 1837-38.  The people who lived in this newly formed 

colony would have survived on a fairly bland diet, compared to its people today.  

 

In the advertising section of the December 30, 1840 edition of The Commercial Messenger and 

British Canadian Literary Gazette you would read things like this: 

Haedache (sic).  Dr. Spohn’s Headache Remedy will effectually cure Sick Headache either from 

the Nerves or Bilious.  Hundreds of families are using it with great joy. 

East India Hair Dye.  Colours the Hair any shade you wish, but will not colour the skin. 

Lin’s Temperance Bitters, on the principle of substituting the tonic in place of the stimulant 

principle, which has reformed so many drunkards. 

 

I share these things with you to help you to imagine what life was like in Unionville in 1840.  It 

was in that year that a Methodist society was established; it was part of a circuit of such societies 

that shared the services of a travelling minister (usually on horseback).   We mark the beginning 

of Central United Church to that Methodist society.   

 

Not many of us would want to trade places with the people of 1840.  I much prefer travelling in 

my car to church on winter Sunday mornings to arriving on horseback.  And even with all the 

challenges of life they faced—compared to us—Christians then were motivated to gather 

together to worship and grow in their faith.   We live in an era where religious observance is 

regarded as optional; it is telling that during the pandemic lockdown meeting together for 

religious observance was treated as non-essential.  There is a tendency among us to regard 

ourselves as having advanced beyond certain things.  We travel in automobiles—horseback 

riding is now a leisure pastime, not a necessity.  The question I raise is this—do we ever outgrow 

or advance beyond our need for Jesus Christ? 

 

1. Who gets to ask the questions?  We have lots of questions for God, but do we pause to wonder 

if God might have a question for us.  (Or maybe we are more than a little bit afraid of what God 

might ask.)   The story we read in Matthew’s gospel of the question Jesus asks, comes at the end 

of a series of questions that have been asked of him.  This event takes place at the Temple during 

that last week of Jesus’ life.  His questioners have each approached Jesus with some measure of 

hostility; their questions are meant to entrap, impugn, diminish in some way. 
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In this last question Matthew records, asked by these questioners, an expert in the law of the 

Hebrew scriptures asks a question to test Jesus’ knowledge of the law.  Jesus was from Nazareth 

in Galilee, after all.  These experts who reside in Jerusalem, the capital of learning and worship, 

regarded Galilee as the home of country bumpkins.  Perhaps this lawyer hopes to expose Jesus as 

one with limited understanding and grasp of the whole law.  “Teacher, which commandment in 

the law is the greatest? 

 

Jesus’ answer, joining two commands in the law regarding love, is so familiar to us we are not 

surprised by his answer.  Permit me a question, if you were to read the law of God, known as the 

Torah, the first five books of the Bible, would you have selected those two commands as the 

greatest?  Would you have understood that the heart of all that you read hung on two commands 

about love, one in Deuteronomy 6:4 and the other in Leviticus 19:18?  The older testament law is 

often regarded as the harsh word of a vengeful God.  Jesus says no.  Love stands at the heart of 

the law.  The love of the One Jesus calls the Father. 

 

“You shall not murder,” says one of the commands.  There are two aspects of the commands; a 

negative and a positive; what is prohibited, and, by implication, what is enjoined.  No murder, 

and, by implication, there is no limit set on promoting and blessing life.  “You shall not steal,” 

says another command.  You will note that there is no limit set on giving for the good of your 

neighbour.  Love is at the heart of the law because its prohibitions also indicate what is 

enjoined—there is no law against doing good to your neighbour. 

 

Permit me to review with you some territory we have gone over before.  Jesus said that the 

command to love God is first and the greatest.  Love for God lifts and orders all other loves.  To 

make another love ultimate, love of neighbour for example, is to distort that love because it 

makes the neighbour the highest good, the place only God can occupy.  Love for God is the love 

that helps you to treat the neighbour in accord with God’s love, a neighbour who may not be 

easy to get along with.  Love for God places you in the hollow of the hand of the One who 

guards you for all that he created you to be.   

 

2. And then Jesus asks his questioners a question.  ‘What do you think of the Messiah?  Whose 

son is he?’ They said to him, ‘The son of David.’  The answer they give is correct, as far as it 

goes.  Indeed, Matthew’s gospel calls Jesus the son of David and is careful to say so.  The 

genealogy in Matthew’s birth story of Jesus, indicating that Joseph, Jesus’ adoptive father, is a 

descendant of King David, carefully established this connection.  But is Messiah the son of 

David only; is there more about the sonship of the Messiah to be understood?  This is what Jesus 

is probing with them in his question. 

 

So, Jesus continues.  “How is it then that David by the Spirit calls him Lord, saying, “The Lord 

said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet’”?  If David thus 

calls him Lord, how can he be his son?”  Jesus is citing the opening lines of Psalm 110, a Psalm 

of David that Jesus’ hearers considered to be speaking of Messiah.  It was a Psalm that spoke of 

the assured victory of God’s priest-king.  The promise in this Psalm, that the king will be seated 

at the right hand of God, is quoted in Peter’s Pentecost sermon to prove the resurrection and 

exaltation of Christ (Acts 2:34), and again by the writer of Hebrews to illustrate the eternal and 
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overwhelming rule of Christ (Hebrews 1:13).   There is also a reference to it in Jesus’ reply to the 

high priest at his trial when Jesus declared he is Messiah sharing God’s throne (Mark 14:62). 

 

Jesus’ question may, on the surface, sound like a theological riddle debate among theologians.  It 

is certainly clear to his questioners that Jesus has read the scriptures carefully—maybe even 

more carefully than they.  But is this just theological grandstanding?  Why won’t anyone give 

him an answer?  Jesus is talking to people who are expert in the scriptures. 

 

Is Jesus striking close to home, challenging too many cherished assumptions, undermining too 

many aspirations?  When these leaders answer that the Messiah is the son of David their answer 

stands for so much more.  It describes their view that the Messiah will be a king who will oust 

the Romans and reassert the Jewish nation to power and leadership in the world.  All their 

personal aspirations for power and place in the Messianic kingdom are loaded into their vision 

for this son of David.  All their disdain for their Roman overlords injects this vision with 

vengeance for wrongs done to them.  And there were some standing there who didn’t want a 

Messiah just yet—that would upset the status quo with which they are quite comfortable given 

their own status. 

 

This also touches on the question of the identity of the Messiah.  If Messiah is more than merely 

David’s descendent then what is the full nature of his sonship?  Recall Peter’s confession to 

Jesus’ question, who do you say that I am?  “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”   

 

It is one thing to say that Jesus was a good teacher or Jesus was an inspirational role model; it is 

quite another to say he is God come among us.  To keep Jesus as only an insightful teacher or 

inspirational role model does not require much of me—it makes Jesus subject to me and my 

assessment of his teaching and inspiration.  It is akin to the posture of these leaders when they 

answer—he is son of David, only.  Jesus challenges them to consider that there is much more to 

this story than what they see.  God’s agenda is much more expansive than they can imagine. 

 

There are many in our world today who think that political solutions will cure human ills.  It is 

certainly what Karl Marx believed.  Many today think a system change will render a more 

humane world; a tearing down of current structures and relacing them with others.  Institutions 

torn down and replaced with new ones or none at all.  It is certainly what many of Jesus’ 

questioners thought—tear down the power of Rome and establish a new structure.   

 

It is worth noting that the next time we see some of these leaders in Matthew’s gospel is when 

they are plotting to get rid of Jesus.  Jesus’s death on the cross witnesses that there is something 

greater needed than political regime change.  The gospel declares that Jesus dies for the sin of the 

world; that Jesus is God come in the flesh revealing the heart of God.  I understand that for 

believers these are cherished truths that strengthen faith and hold us in all the changes of our 

world.   I also understand these claims about Jesus declared in our world will sound outrageous 

to some.  But can we entertain Jesus’ question as probing the idea that there may be more to him 

and to our existence that what we might currently think?    

 

What question would Jesus ask us?  Maybe he would ask, to whom do you belong?  In this world 

where the individual is thought to be the final arbiter for all things concerning me the answer 
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might be, “I belong to me.”  The Oxford professor and author C. S. Lewis wrote, “I became my 

own when I gave myself to Another.”  By ‘Another’ (capital A), Lewis means Jesus Christ.  We 

think we become our own by asserting ourselves.  The gospel says we become our own in giving 

ourselves to Jesus Christ.  It sounds counter-intuitive, yet, according to the gospel, it is in 

relationship to God that our true selves emerge.  

 

Jesus’ question to his hearers that day about the Messiah asks them to consider that there is more 

to the story of the Messiah than they have discerned.  Jesus’ questions for us are also like that.  Is 

it possible that there is more to the nature of our existence than we have been able to discern?  Is 

Jesus more than just an important guy to Christians?  Is he Son of God?  The gospel asserts that 

we humans are unable to diagnose what truly ails us.  Why we sense that human life ought to be 

purposeful but find purpose ever illusive; why we sense their ought to be right and wrong but 

find grounding for this sense never quite in our grasp; these challenges and many more point to 

the truth Jesus asserts—he comes to save.  Will we entertain his questions?    

 

3. Matthew tells us that after this question Jesus asked, none of his questioners dared to ask him 

any more questions—clearly the nature of Jesus’ question had unsettled them.  As Jesus leaves 

the temple that day his disciples are still with him.  The truth that Jesus is Messiah, the Son of 

God is comfort for his people.  Don’t you find it so?  As we have probed Jesus’ question 

understanding its implications for his identify we have, once again, found solace in him.  The 

truth of Jesus grounds life; we are sinners loved by God beyond anything we can imagine.  In 

Jesus we discover that the purpose of our existence is to be in and enjoy relationship with God, 

thus lifting and ordering all those other important things of life that matter.   

 

For the believer, Jesus’ question opens our eyes to the kingdom of God that has come near us in 

which we now live.  It excites and animates because of that great future consummation of the 

kingdom when heaven and earth will be one; a promise of resurrection that has us always 

looking forward knowing the best is always yet to come.  Jesus’ question points us to the 

purposes of God to redeem—his purpose that stretches back through Moses—of whom we read 

today—to the ancient days of Abraham, even to creation itself that look forward to redemption in 

Jesus; God’s purpose that stretches forward from Jesus through all our times, from 1840 for 180 

years to 2020 and continuing on. 

 

I asked a question at the beginning of the sermon today on this our anniversary Sunday; do we 

ever outgrow or advance beyond our need for Jesus Christ?  I invite you to consider that the 

Jewish people are still among us and the church of Jesus Christ has survived and even thrived 

throughout world history and is still going on.  All manner of attempts have been made to put an 

end to Jewish people and to the church.  The scriptures tell us that the gifts and calling  are 

irrevocable and  that Jesus is the Lord of his church and the gates of hell won’t prevail against it.  

 

We will let Moses have the last word in the sermon today. 

 

Lord, you have been our dwelling-place in all generations.  Before the mountains were brought 

forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are 

God.  Amen. 


