
Phil Smith 

Some years ago I fell into a Bible reading habit that has served me 
well. In even numbered years I read the whole Bible, four or five 
chapters a day. In odd numbered years I focus on a single book of 
the New Testament, reading a chapter or two each day, and starting 
over when I reach the end. In 2009, this allowed me to read Mat-
thew several times. I keep a Bible reading/prayer journal in which I 
record very short observations about the Scripture for that day. 
For me, the practice of reading the whole Bible or a particular book 
of the Bible repeatedly allows the message to sink in. I think repeti-
tion is the key. Gradually, I begin to see things in the text I missed 
on first or second reading. Each summer I try to distill a few ideas 
from my reading into Fruit of the Vine devotionals, an exercise that 
makes the things I’ve learned clearer (to me, if not to anyone else). 
These devotional thoughts from Matthew grew out of 2009’s read-
ings of the gospel. 

Sometimes kind friends (and Friends) thank me for something they 
read in Fruit of the Vine that day. But the truth of the matter is 
that what they’re reading now is something I wrote last summer. 
Since I’ve moved on to a new year of Bible reading, I may not know 
which devotional the Friend just read! I usually mumble something 
vague, like: “Thank you. I hope it’s of some help to you.” 
I’m sure other Christians have very different Bible reading habits; 
we each need to find a pattern that works individually. Many 
Friends use the Fruit of the Vine as a daily guide, a fine practice 
indeed. I am pleased to contribute to such a project. 

Karen and I live in Newberg, Oregon, where I’m on the faculty at 
George Fox University. We worship at Newberg Friends Church. 
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Sunday 
March 21 Jesus Christ Is King 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 1:1, 17 
Matthew begins the story of Jesus in a time-honored Jewish 
way, with a genealogy. Modern readers aren’t used to genealo-
gies, so we’re not sure how to read them or what to do with 
them. (Usually, we just skip over them, especially in church. 
Who wants to trip up pronouncing all those names?) Fortu-
nately, Matthew gives us a clue about how we should under-
stand this genealogy. 

Matthew divides Jewish history into three sections: from 
Abraham to David, from David to the exile, and from the exile 
to Christ. The details of history aren’t actually as neat as Mat-
thew says; he had to leave out a few names from the Old 
Testament record in order to get the “14-14-14” result he 
wanted.  

Telescoping a few generations allows Matthew to make 
the three sections of Jewish history equal, and the point of the 
three-part division becomes clear if we label the parts this 
way: the time before the kings, the era of the kings, and the 
period after the kings. This is why Matthew says Jesus is the 
son of David; he is in the line of kings. He is also son of Abra-
ham; Matthew is claiming that Jesus is King of Israel. (Looking 
ahead: see Matthew 27:37.) 

Does it mean much to you and me that Jesus is King of 
Israel? Maybe not. After all, we live in a democracy, not a 
monarchy. And most of us aren’t Jews. But Matthew has just 
started his story. As we learn more about this King of Israel 
and the kind of kingdom he rules, we will discover that it 
matters very much. 

SONG: All Hail King Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, thank you for the  

faithfulness of the Jewish people around the world. By your 
loving grace, help them to come to faith in their king. 

—Phil Smith  
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Monday 
March 22 Contrasting Kings 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 2:13-18 
You’re familiar with the earlier part of the story. “Magi from 
the East” came to Jerusalem looking for a newborn “king of 
the Jews.” Scholars in Jerusalem quoted Scripture and told 
them to look in Bethlehem. King Herod asked the Magi to 
report to him when they found the baby, but God warned the 
Magi not to return to the king. 

So we are given a contrast. On one hand we have the 
current king of Israel, known to history as Herod “the Great”; 
on the other hand we have the baby born to be King of Israel.  

Herod the Great was not a Jew; he ruled Israel because 
the Romans installed him as their puppet. Driven by a fantas-
tic ego, Herod built fortresses, theatres, monuments, and 
palaces—and he started an 80-year rebuilding of Jerusalem’s 
temple—all on a grand scale. (Imagine the tax burden on 
ordinary citizens.) Herod was absolutely ruthless. To keep his 
hold on power he murdered his brother-in-law, his mother-in-
law, one of his wives, his uncle, and three of his own sons—
and lots of other friends and servants. (Imagine the terror of 
his other wives or his surviving sons!) Secular history does 
not record Herod’s slaughter of the baby boys of Bethlehem, 
but the deed illustrates his character perfectly.  

Herod is the foil for Matthew’s Jesus Messiah. Selfish, 
devious, cruel, murderous, vain—he is the opposite of Christ. 
Matthew is reminding us of what earthly rulers can be. (Thank 
God not all of them!) The “Herods” of this world remind us to 
pray as Jesus taught. 

SONG: Jesus Loves Me 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, we need your kingdom 

to come. May your will be done. 
—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
March 23 What Kind of King? 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 4:23-25 
Stories of Jesus healing people abound in Matthew; today’s 
short reading merely introduces the theme. Now, it’s clear that 
Jesus did not heal every sick person in the country. He didn’t 
heal every sick person he saw—the lame man healed by Peter 
and John at the temple (Acts 3:1-10) had been begging there 
for a long time, and he was not healed when Jesus visited the 
temple. But it is also clear that large crowds followed Jesus 
because he healed many people of all sorts of diseases. 

Herod the Great died when Jesus was a boy and his 
kingdom was divided among three of his sons: Herod Philip 
II, Archelaus, and Herod Antipas. Another son, Aristobulus, 
had a daughter, named Herodias. Herodias married her uncle 
Herod Philip I (not Herod Philip II). Apparently Herod Philip 
wasn’t ambitious enough for Herodias, so she divorced him 
and married another uncle, Herod Antipas. When John the 
Baptist publicly condemned this marriage (because Herod 
Philip was still alive), Herod Antipas had him arrested. Then 
Herodias’s daughter by Herod Philip, Salome, danced for 
Herod Antipas and persuaded him to have John murdered. 
Got all that? 

While the Herods practiced soap opera, Jesus healed 
sick people and preached the “good news of the kingdom.” 
They plotted for position; Jesus served poor people. They 
betrayed each other and murdered innocents; Jesus empow-
ered ordinary Galileans to be “fishers of men.” They ruled by 
threats and violence; Jesus gave people hope. 

SONG: Day by Day 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I see before me the 

way of the world and your way. Today and for always, I will 
walk your way. 

—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
March 24 Jesus, the Son of God 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 17:1-8 
We have seen that Matthew uses the theme of “King of Israel” 
as background for the story of Jesus. But the good news is too 
big for just one motif. In today’s reading, readers learn that 
Jesus is also the Son of God. 

Matthew and the other gospel writers do not picture 
Jesus as proclaiming publicly: “I am the Son of God. You will 
be saved if you believe in me.” Instead, this is a realization 
that came to the disciples slowly. Notice that back in chapter 
8, when Jesus calms the storm, the disciples ask, “What kind 
of man is this?” And it is the demons that recognize Jesus as 
“Son of God.” In today’s reading, only three disciples hear the 
Voice on the mountain: “This is my Son.”  

Matthew wants his readers to know that Jesus is the Son 
of God. But he guards against misunderstanding. Like the 
disciples, we need to understand that Jesus is not what we 
might think “Son of God” means. In the next few verses (17:9-
12) Jesus warns Peter, James, and John that the Son of Man 
would suffer, die, and rise. This Son of God was not modeled 
after Hercules or Augustus (whom the Romans had declared 
to be a god). This Son of God would not compel Israel to 
believe in him. (See Matthew 26:63-65.) This Son of God, 
Matthew implies, is recognized by faith. 

For those who do recognize Jesus as Son of God, the 
Voice on the mountain has a clear command: “Listen to 
him!” (17:5). 

SONG: What Wondrous Love Is This? 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, let me not confess 

your name lightly. You are the Son of God; help me to listen! 
—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
March 25 Jesus, the Wise Teacher 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 22:41-46 
Has it ever occurred to you that Jesus was really smart? Too 
often, Christians think: “Well, Jesus was God, so he knew 
everything.” The gospels plainly say Jesus did not know eve-
rything. He had to learn. He had to, as we say, “figure things 
out.” 

Take time to review the context for today’s reading. In 
chapter 22, Jesus has defused the trick question posed by the 
Pharisees and Herodians (22:15-22), refuted the Sadducees’ 
misinterpretation of Scripture (22:23-33), and sagely answered 
the Pharisees’ question about the greatest commandment. 
After answering all his opponents’ questions, Jesus posed a 
riddle they could not answer. 

(Of course, Matthew’s readers, if they have been paying 
attention since chapter 1, can answer Jesus’ riddle. The mes-
siah is not only Israel’s king and David’s son; he is also Son of 
God.) 

All of the gospels emphasize that Jesus was a great 
teacher, but Matthew even more than the others. Matthew 
collects much of Jesus’ teaching into five mini-books: chapters 
5-7, chapter 10, chapter 13, chapter 18, and chapters 24-25. 
Bible readers have noted the parallel to the five books of 
Moses. Matthew may be hinting that Messiah Jesus is the new 
and greater Moses. Matthew emphasizes that Jesus taught with 
authority (7:28-29).  

We do well, then, to pay attention to Jesus’ teaching in 
Matthew. I will explore some themes of Jesus’ teaching in the 
next few days, paying particular attention to the challenges 
these teachings present. 

SONG: Teach Me Thy Way, O Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I read. I listen. Please 

help me to understand. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
March 26 Some Radical Teachings 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 5:33-37 
If Jesus is the master rabbi, wiser than the Pharisees and Sad-
ducees, what did he teach? In chapters 5-7, in Matthew’s first 
collection of Jesus’ teachings, we get a glimpse of a radically 
God-centered way of life. 

At first, it is the “don’ts” that get our attention: don’t 
swear oaths, don’t divorce, don’t take vengeance, don’t lust, 
don’t parade your good deeds. Christians have sometimes read 
these commands as a new Torah, a tougher law that must be 
fulfilled if we are to please God. But with more careful read-
ing, we realize that the “don’ts” are only part of Jesus’ teach-
ing; the positive commands are even harder. 

The reason we are not to take oaths is that we are to be 
honest. Rather than take vengeance, we are to actually love 
our enemies. We are to be meek, pure, and merciful. We are to 
bless and give and forgive. 

If we focus only on some of the “don’ts” we might con-
gratulate ourselves on obeying Jesus’ law. If we do, we deceive 
ourselves. Jesus’ standard is perfect love (Matthew 5:48): we 
are to love our enemies as God loves his enemies. We are to 
forgive others just as God forgives us (Matthew 6:14-15). 

Jesus’ teachings are not legal requirements that must be 
fulfilled to gain God’s favor. God already loves us eternally. 
God graciously gives us salvation; we receive it by faith. Jesus’ 
radical teachings describe a way of life that God wants to give 
us, a kind of life we grow into as disciples. 

SONG: Trust and Obey 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, please work in my 

heart. Train me in the ways of Christ so that I may become 
what you intend. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
March 27 The Value of the Kingdom 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 13:44-46 
“The kingdom of heaven is like…” Matthew records at least 
two dozen of Jesus’ parables, and most of them are introduced 
by these words. Some of the parables are fairly complicated 
stories (18:21-35), while others are extremely short, but 
memorable, pictures (13:33 or 15:11). By means of parables 
Jesus taught about how God’s word comes to people, about the 
progress of his movement, about how the disciples should 
behave, about final judgment, and many other things. Today’s 
reading gives us two of the simplest parables. Each makes the 
same point: the kingdom of heaven is a must have. 

Sometimes we use the phrase “must have,” as in, “Air 
conditioning is a must have, if you want to survive Phoenix,” 
or, “The new Kindle is a must have this Christmas.” Of 
course, many of our “must haves” are really just preferences 
or advertising slogans. But the kingdom is the real must have. 

If we are alert (like a man finding a hidden treasure) or if 
we are expert (like a gemologist with a fine pearl) then we will 
recognize the value of the kingdom of heaven. We move into 
the kingdom of heaven when we join Jesus’ movement, when 
we take our place in God’s family—and there is nothing in life 
so valuable.  

Don’t gloss over this astounding teaching. Being a disci-
ple of Jesus is the greatest possible good. If we are alert and 
wise, we will give up anything that would prevent disciple-
ship. 

SONG: O Master, Let Me Walk with Thee 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I see—dimly—the 

surpassing value of your kingdom. Guide me deeper into 
discipleship. 

—Phil Smith 
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Sunday 
March 28 The First Will Be Last 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 19:27-30 
Some people quote Jesus as saying, “the first will be last, and 
the last will be first,” and they think this is one of his strang-
est aphorisms. What does it mean? Will the heavenly pecking 
order simply reverse the power arrangements of Earth? 

In a word: no. Jesus said, “Many who are first will be 
last, and many who are last will be first.” He wasn’t giving the 
disciples a rule. He was warning them against a certain expec-
tation. 

Notice the context. In the passage preceding today’s 
reading, a rich man had asked Jesus how to gain eternal life. 
After the young man went away disappointed, Jesus remarked 
that it is hard for rich people to enter the kingdom of heaven. 
The disciples were astonished, and Peter spoke for all of 
them: “What will there be for us?”  

On the matter of rewards in heaven, Jesus wanted his 
disciples to know two things. First, there really are such re-
wards. But second, rewards will not be handed out according 
to human notions of desert; rather, God’s perfect justice will 
decide. To help the disciples understand, Jesus gives a parable 
to explain (20:1-16). We who follow Jesus are like workers in a 
vineyard, and we will be paid. But God is gracious and gener-
ous, so it is pointless to worry about how my pay compares to 
someone else’s. 

There will be surprises on judgment day. Some who are 
last will be first. So don’t worry about it. 

SONG: My Jesus, I Love Thee 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father in heaven, I trust your 

good promises. First or last, it does not matter. May your 
kingdom come.  

—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
March 29 The Problem of Faith 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 8:5-13 
Matthew’s gospel emphasizes faith repeatedly: in today’s 
reading and in the stories of the Canaanite woman (15:22), the 
healing of a boy (17:20), Peter’s adventure on the water 
(14:31), the matter of “bread” (16:8), and the cursing of the fig 
tree (21:21). In Matthew, faith means believing and trusting 
God without doubts, even if other people don’t believe. Faith 
often leads to miracles: feedings, deliverance from demons, 
control of the weather, and healings. 

How can this book be the good news of God? Doesn’t 
Christian experience show that it is simply wrong? Many 
Christians have expected miracles from God—a healing, relief 
from a drought, a tax payment in a fish’s mouth—and they 
had no doubts. But the miracle didn’t come. They died of the 
disease, their crops were lost, and they remained poor. 

This is a challenge of Matthew to me. How do I under-
stand faith in a way that is faithful to this text and yet honest 
about my experience? Miracles do happen, but they do not 
happen every time we want them.  

Perhaps this will help. Having faith does not give us 
control over God. We need to learn to be controlled by God, to 
pray for his will to be done. As I learn to pray for God’s will, I 
will also learn to pray with the confidence of faith, the confi-
dence of the Roman centurion. 

SONG: My Faith Looks Up to Thee 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, teach me how to 

pray for the kingdom. Show me what it means to trust the 
Father. 

—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
March 30 Praying God’s Will 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 26:36-44 
We saw yesterday that Matthew repeatedly emphasizes faith: 
if we believe, we will receive anything we ask for in prayer 
(21:22). Understood in one way, this can’t be true, because 
Christians often ask for things they don’t receive. But we 
should not suppose that every Christian who does not receive 
a miracle lacks faith. 

The Gethsemane story reminds us that there is more to 
prayer than believing and receiving. Jesus faced the awful and 
very real difference between what I want and what God wills. 
It was true for Jesus, and it is true for us. 

Notice that it is perfectly right to tell God what we want: 
“may this cup be taken from me.” Just because we know there 
might be a difference between our desires and what God wills 
should not make us hesitate in prayer. We know God loves us, 
so we should pray “carelessly”—that is, we should lay our 
hopes, fears, and desires before God without censoring them. 

But before and after all our requests we pray: “May your 
kingdom come. May your will be done on earth.” We need to 
learn to train our desires to conform to God’s will. If it was 
difficult for Jesus, we can expect it will be difficult for us. 
(Well, sometimes. It can be a delight to pray: “And if you 
desire something better for me, that’s fine too!”) 

SONG: Lord, Listen to Your Children Praying 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father in Heaven, you know 

how much I desire the thing I pray for now. More than  
anything, though, I pray for your will to be done. If you  
desire something better, that’s fine too! 

—Phil Smith 
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The Demanding Invitation 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 8:18-27 
At first glance, today’s reading may seem a bit strange. We 
have two seemingly different stories: first, Jesus’ encounter 
with two would-be disciples, and second, a nature miracle in 
which Jesus calms a storm on the lake. Mark and Luke also 
report the story of calming the storm, and Luke also gives us 
the encounter with two disciples. But only Matthew links the 
two incidents. 

It’s best to assume that Matthew put these stories to-
gether to make a point. I think the key comes in the words of 
the disciples after Jesus calmed the storm: “What kind of man 
is this?” 

Superficially, the disciples’ question is easily answered. 
Jesus was an itinerant rabbi, maybe even a prophet. Lots of 
people in Judea could have told you that. Like other rabbis, 
Jesus attracted followers. In today’s reading, two men, im-
pressed by Jesus’ healings or teachings, offered themselves as 
disciples. Jesus’ words to the would-be disciples underscore 
the demands of discipleship: the cost will be high, and Jesus’ 
call brooks no delay. This is a very demanding rabbi! 

But it’s more than that, Matthew seems to say. With 
Jesus, we leave behind the category of rabbi. This “teacher” is 
also able to command the weather! 

In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, C.S Lewis 
expresses Matthew’s point. The children are told that Aslan 
(Lewis’ Christ figure) is not a safe lion. He’s good, but he’s not 
safe. With this rabbi, who knows what will happen? 

SONG: Am I a Soldier of the Cross? 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I know that your 

plans for me may surprise me. Nevertheless, I trust you and 
will follow you. 

—Phil Smith 

Wednesday 
March 31 
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Thursday 
April 1 The Gentle Invitation 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 11:25-30 
Matthew includes today’s passage and yesterday’s [Matthew 
18:18-27] in the same book. He obviously sees no contradic-
tion between them. As we saw yesterday, would-be disciples 
of Jesus need to count the cost. Following Jesus is not safe. 
First-century readers of Matthew’s gospel had to know that 
following Jesus might cost them their property, their families, 
and their lives. Being Jesus’ disciple demands a willingness to 
change in difficult or painful ways: giving up grudges, relin-
quishing ambitions, learning new habits, and more. 

On the other hand, following Jesus is the most natural, 
restful, and easy thing in the world. Quite literally, this is 
what we were made for. But we sinners are so used to another 
way of living that we hesitate when Jesus invites us. 

Consider advertisements and bumper stickers: “You 
gotta look out for number one.” “You deserve a little luxury.” 
“He who dies with the most toys wins.” “God helps those who 
help themselves.” “Don’t get mad; get even.” “As a matter of 
fact, I do own the road.” 

And what is the result of rampant selfishness? People 
measure their lives by what they own. They fear to lose what 
they have, and they constantly lust for more. They see their 
neighbors as possible allies and probable enemies; rarely as 
friends. They find life cramped, irritating, and ultimately 
boring. 

God did not make us for this. We were created in the 
image of God, to be conformed to the likeness of his Son. 
Jesus’ gentle invitation to us says: “Let it go; let me give you 
rest.”  

SONG: O Love That Will Not Let Me Go 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Lord Jesus, for 

calling me into real life. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
April 2 Forgiveness of Sins 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 9:1-8; 26:26-29 
It seems that Christians today have a hard time laying proper 
emphasis on forgiveness of sins. On one hand there are 
church groups that constantly preach forgiveness; their gospel 
is a call to repentance and trust in Jesus, a message of personal 
salvation. On another hand there are groups who emphasize 
Jesus’ call to discipleship; their gospel focuses on a Christian’s 
prayer life, growth in virtue, and work for peace and justice, a 
message about the kingdom of God. 

I think Matthew would say both sides are partly right. In 
Matthew’s book, Jesus clearly does call his disciples to pursue 
peace, to forgive enemies, to heal the sick, to give generously, 
and to care for the needs of the poor. But today’s readings 
show that Matthew also emphasizes forgiveness. 

Matthew’s gospel includes many stories of healing. In 
the case of the paralyzed man, though, the healing comes after 
Jesus pronounces forgiveness. Jesus uses the occasion to 
pointedly say that he, the Son of Man, has authority to forgive 
sins. And then, in his last supper with his disciples, as Mat-
thew’s gospel moves to its climax, Jesus says that his blood is 
the blood of a new covenant, poured out for forgiveness of 
sins. 

Perhaps, like me, you are a long time Christian. Do we 
remember the joy of forgiveness? Do we appreciate and cele-
brate reconciliation with God? Take some time today to be 
quiet before God, acknowledging the great gift of forgiveness. 

SONG: And Can It Be? 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “Amazing love! How can it be 

that Thou, my God, should die for me?” Lord Jesus, I bow in 
adoration. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
April 3 The Vindication of Jesus 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 28:1-10 
How can we explain the importance of Jesus’ resurrection? 
Sometimes we think in terms of hope. Jesus’ resurrection is 
the “first fruits” of the resurrection; because Jesus rose, we 
also will rise one day. Or we may think in terms of power. 
God’s power in raising Christ is also at work in us now; be-
cause of Jesus’ resurrection, we can be changed. Paul used 
both of these themes in his letters. 

Another New Testament theme, perhaps the most funda-
mental, is this. Jesus’ resurrection shows that he was right, 
and everyone who conspired to kill Jesus was wrong. The 
early Christian preachers made this point repeatedly: “You/
your leaders killed Jesus but God raised him from the 
dead.” (See Acts 2:23-24; 3:15; 4:10.) 

Resurrection puts all the details of Matthew’s gospel in a 
new light. Consider the most outrageous things Jesus said and 
did: eating with tax collectors (traitors in the minds of many 
people), throwing merchants out of the temple, pronouncing 
blessings on meek people and peacemakers, commanding 
Peter to forgive a neighbor 490 times, claiming the authority to 
forgive sins, and on and on. All these are the deeds and words 
of a man who rose from the dead. 

Christians, naturally, never want to admit they think 
Jesus’ behavior and words outrageous. We tell ourselves that 
we desire to grow into Christ, to become like him. Let us take 
care that we not deceive ourselves. We should open ourselves 
to the Spirit’s guidance; only that way can we become faithful 
followers of the man God vindicated. 

SONG: Day by Day (Three Things I Pray) 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I recognize again 

that you are the Lord. Please be patient with me, and show 
me where I need to change. 

—Phil Smith 


