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The Pharisees and Sadducees came up, and testing Jesus, they asked Him to 

show them a sign from heaven. 2 But He replied to them, “When it is evening, 

you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red.’ 3 “And in the morning, 

‘There will be a storm today, for the sky is red and threatening.’ Do you know 

how to discern the appearance of the sky, but cannot discern the signs of the 

times? 4 “An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign; and a sign will 

not be given it, except the sign of Jonah.” And He left them and went away. 5 

And the disciples came to the other side of the sea, but they had forgotten to 

bring any bread. 6 And Jesus said to them, “Watch out and beware of the 

leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” 7 They began to discuss this among 

themselves, saying, “He said that because we did not bring any bread.” 8 But 

Jesus, aware of this, said, “You men of little faith, why do you discuss among 

yourselves that you have no bread? 9 “Do you not yet understand or remember 

the five loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets full you picked 

up? 10 “Or the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many large baskets 

full you picked up? 11 “How is it that you do not understand that I did not 

speak to you concerning bread? But beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees.” 12 Then they understood that He did not say to beware of the 

leaven of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. (Matt 

16:1-12 NASB) 

 

Observations: 

 

The Central Idea of the Text is that the Pharisees and Sadducees try to test Jesus to 

trap Him; but He rejects their test, accuses them of being “an evil and adulterous 

generation”, and leaves their presence (Matt 16:4). Jesus then warns His disciples to 

avoid the false teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees (Matt 16:5-12). 

 

Jesus, after healing many Gentiles (Matt 15:29-31) and feeding more than four 

thousand (Matt 15:32-38), traveled to “the region of Magadan” (Matt 15:39). Upon 

arrival, “The Pharisees and Sadducees came up, and testing Jesus, they asked Him 

to show them a sign from heaven” (Matt 16:1). Matthew’s single use of the definite 

article ties the Pharisees and Sadducees together. The Pharisees were the largest 

religious group in Israel at this time. Josephus, in his Antiquities, states the number 
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of Pharisees was “above six thousand.”1 However, the Sadducees held majority 

office in the Sanhedrin and controlled the political structures within Judaism. The 

Sadducees were rigid legalists as well as antisupernaturalists. They were liberal 

religious thinkers, always studying the Scriptures, but denying the supernatural 

elements within it, such as its teachings concerning angels and resurrection. Luke 

tells us, “The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor an angel, nor a spirit, 

but the Pharisees acknowledge them all” (Acts 23:8). Apparently, the Sadducees 

liked to argue, and at times, were even hostile toward each other. Josephus wrote, 

“The behavior of the Sadducees one towards another is in some degree wild; and 

their conversation with those that are of their own party is as barbarous as if they 

were strangers to them.”2 If this was how Sadducees treated members of their own 

party, one can imagine how hostile they were to outsiders. However, the hostility 

between the Pharisees and Sadducees was dwarfed by the hatred of Jesus, and they 

were willing to unite to destroy their common enemy. This would also prove true for 

Herod and Pilate (Luke 23:12).  

 

The Pharisees and Sadducees colluded to test Jesus. They were demanding Jesus 

prove Himself to them. The Pharisees believed demons could perform miracles on 

earth and had previously assigned Jesus’ miracles to Satan (Matt 9:34; 12:24); 

however, they believed only God could perform a sign from heaven. Perhaps they 

were thinking of a sign comparable to that given to Israel after the exodus, when 

God met them at Mount Sinai with lightning and thunder and a voice that spoke 

clearly (Ex 19:16-20; 20:1-19). Here, the Pharisees and Sadducees pretended they 

would be satisfied with Jesus, if only He would give them a sign they thought was 

sufficient to convince them. The truth was, no amount of information or miracles 

would persuade them. Jesus refused their request, for they had rejected what light 

was already in front of them. Matthew states: 

 

But He replied to them, “When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, 

for the sky is red.’ 3 “And in the morning, ‘There will be a storm today, for 

the sky is red and threatening.’ Do you know how to discern the appearance 

of the sky, but cannot discern the signs of the times? An evil and adulterous 

generation seeks after a sign; and a sign will not be given it, except the sign 

of Jonah.” And He left them and went away. (Matt 16:2-4) 

 

 
1 Flavius Josephus, The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged (Peabody: 

Hendrickson, 1987), 453. 
2 Ibid., 608. 
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Matthew informs us Jesus replied to the Pharisees and Sadducees; however, Mark 

tells us Jesus “sighed deeply in His spirit” (Mark 8:12). Apparently, these 

encounters were fatiguing to the Son of Man. Jesus stated the Pharisees and 

Sadducees had the natural ability to read meteorological conditions concerning daily 

weather patterns, but they lacked the spiritual ability to discern the times in which 

they were living. Demanding a sign was not a new tactic, as the scribes and Pharisees 

had demanded a sign earlier from Jesus (Matt 12:38). However, there was sufficient 

evidence to believe Jesus was the Messiah. God had already given them the sign of 

John the Baptist (Isa 40:3; Matt 3:1-12), as well as many miraculous signs performed 

by Jesus Himself. Even one of their own, a Pharisee named Nicodemus, said to Jesus, 

“Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these 

signs that You do unless God is with him” (John 3:2). Furthermore, Israel’s religious 

leaders should have known about Daniel’s prophecy concerning the coming of 

Messiah (Dan 9:24-27), and been able to count the days from “the issuing of a decree 

to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince there will be seven weeks 

and sixty-two weeks” (Dan 9:25). Harold Hoehner convincingly identifies 

Artaxerxes as the one who gave the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem, which 

occurred on March 5th, 444 B.C.3 With the evidence of Scripture and Jesus’ words 

and actions, the Pharisees and Sadducees should have identified Him as their 

Messiah. But they did not; because at the heart of the problem was the problem of 

their heart. The issue was spiritual, not empirical. And Jesus called them an evil and 

adulterous generation because they demanded a sign beyond what had already been 

given.  

 

The Pharisees and Sadducees had no faith and were actually hostile to Jesus, trying 

to trap Him in order to cancel Him. They assumed a personal authority over Jesus 

that was not really theirs to claim. But Jesus was not obligated to satisfy their 

demands. Jesus said no sign would be given to the Pharisees and Sadducees except 

the sign of Jonah, which prophetically spoke of His coming death, burial, and 

resurrection (Matt 12:39-41). But this sign would come after they’d rejected and 

crucified their Messiah. After Jesus rebuked the Pharisees and Sadducees, Jesus “left 

them and went away” (Matt 16:4b). This was the third time in Matthew where Jesus 

had left the presence of His attackers (cf. Matt 14:13; 15:21). To leave (καταλείπω 

kataleipo) means “to forsake, in the sense of abandoning.”4 The repeated hostility 

 
3 Harold Hoehner, Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ (Grand Rapids, Mich., 

Zondervan Publishing House, 1979), 115-139. 
4 W. E. Vine, Merrill F. Unger, and William White Jr., Vine’s Complete Expository 

Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (Nashville, TN: T. Nelson, 1996), 252. 
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of the Pharisees and Sadducees revealed their hardened hearts. Jesus had enough of 

their opposition, so He forsook them. Thomas Constable writes: 

 

Jesus withdrew again in response to opposition. However, this time Matthew 

used a stronger word (kataleipo) meaning “to forsake or abandon.” He turned 

His back on these religious leaders because they were hopeless and 

incorrigible. This was to be Jesus’ last and most important withdrawal from 

Galilee before His final trip south into Judea and to Jerusalem (19:1). He 

remained outside Galilee through 17:20, when He returned there from the 

North.5 

 

Having left the Pharisees and Sadducees, Matthew tells us, “And the disciples came 

to the other side of the sea, but they had forgotten to bring any bread. And Jesus said 

to them, ‘Watch out and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees’” (Matt 

16:5-6). Matthew ties together the actions of the disciples, who forgot “to bring and 

bread” with Jesus’ command to “Watch out and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees 

and Sadducees.” The disciples were confused and misunderstood Jesus. Jesus was 

using leaven as a metaphor for false teaching, which can permeate all aspects of a 

person’s thinking (1 Cor 5:6-8). Watch out translates the Greek verb ὁράω horao 

which means to be alert in thought. And beware translates the Greek verb προσέχω 

prosecho which means to be on guard against. Both verbs are present active 

imperatives, which means the disciples were commanded to take personal 

responsibility and continually watch out for and guard themselves against the false 

teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Warren Wiersbe states: 

 

Both the Pharisees and the Sadducees had infected the religious beliefs of 

Israel with false doctrine. The Pharisees were legalists who taught that only 

obedience to the Law and the traditions would please God and usher in His 

kingdom for Israel. The Sadducees were liberal in their thinking and denied 

that there would be such a kingdom on earth. They even denied the truth of 

the resurrection and the existence of angels.6 

 

But the disciples misunderstood what Jesus said, and “They began to discuss this 

among themselves, saying, ‘He said that because we did not bring any bread.’” (Matt 
 

5 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 

2003), Mt 16:4. 
6 Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Victor 

Books, 1996), 57. 
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16:7). Perhaps they thought Jesus was prohibiting them from purchasing food from 

the Pharisees and Sadducees. Jesus, being aware they misunderstood His warning, 

interrupted their discussion and said, “You men of little faith, why do you discuss 

among yourselves that you have no bread?” (Matt 16:8). The disciples thought their 

problem was physical, but Jesus shows the real problem to be spiritual, revealing 

they had little faith (which Jesus had identified on previous occasions; cf. Matt 6:30; 

8:26; 14:31). Apparently, the disciples had drawn a circle around their situation and 

treated it as an isolated historical event, which was wrongly interpreted when they 

heard Jesus’ words.  

 

Jesus used the moment to instruct His disciples on how to think from an historical-

theological perspective. Jesus said, “Do you not yet understand or remember the five 

loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets full you picked up? Or the seven 

loaves of the four thousand, and how many large baskets full you picked up?” (Matt 

16:9-10). To understand (νοέω noeo) means to perceive, or gain insight. To 

remember (μνημονεύω mnemoneuo) means to recall to one’s mind. Jesus challenged 

them to think through their situation by recalling past events in which Jesus had been 

faithful to provide for them. Jesus reminded them about the time He’d fed five 

thousand people using only five loaves of bread, and four thousand people using 

only seven loaves of bread. The disciples, having the One who possessed infinite 

resources, should not have worried about a bread shortage. This would not be the 

last time Jesus disciples would misunderstand His words (John 21:18-23).  

 

Jesus went on to say, “How is it that you do not understand that I did not speak to 

you concerning bread? But beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

Then they understood that He did not say to beware of the leaven of bread, but of 

the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (Matt 16:11-12). William MacDonald 

states: 

 

In speaking of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees, the Lord had not 

referred to bread but to evil doctrine and conduct. In Luke 12:1 the leaven of 

the Pharisees is defined as hypocrisy. They professed to adhere to the Word 

of God in minutest details, yet their obedience was external and shallow. 

Inwardly they were evil and corrupt. The leaven of the Sadducees was 

rationalism. The freethinkers of their day, they, like the liberals of today, had 

built a system of doubts and denials. They denied the existence of angels and 

spirits, the resurrection of the body, the immortality of the soul, and eternal 
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punishment. This leaven of skepticism, if tolerated, will spread and permeate 

like yeast in meal.7 

 

After Jesus’ explanation, the disciples understood He was warning them to watch 

out for and be on guard against corrupting doctrines. The world is still full of satanic 

doctrines that can enslave God’s people if we’re not careful. As Christians, we must 

always guard ourselves concerning relationships with others who hold to false 

doctrines, as these can lead us away from God. NT commands concerning this are 

observed in the following passages: 

 

Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and 

hindrances contrary to the teaching which you learned, and turn away from 

them. For such men are slaves, not of our Lord Christ but of their own 

appetites; and by their smooth and flattering speech they deceive the hearts of 

the unsuspecting. (Rom 16:17-18) 

 

If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of that 

person and do not associate with him, so that he will be put to shame. Yet do 

not regard him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother. (2 Th 3:14-15) 

 

If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching [that Jesus has come 

in the flesh, see vs. 7], do not receive him into your house, and do not give 

him a greeting (2 John 1:10) 
 

Christians are to discriminate against teachers who communicate false doctrines. But 

one should distinguish between essentials and nonessentials in the Christian faith. In 

essentials, there should be unity; in nonessentials, liberty; and in all things, love.  

 
7 William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), Mt 16:11–12. 


