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31 Then Jesus said to them, "You will all fall away because of me this night. For it is written, 'I will strike the shepherd, 
and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.'  32 But after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee."  33 Peter 
answered him, "Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall away."  34 Jesus said to him, "Truly, I tell you, 
this very night, before the rooster crows, you will deny me three times."  35 Peter said to him, "Even if I must die with 
you, I will not deny you!" And all the disciples said the same. 
 
Introduction  
 As we move forward in the Gospel of Matthew beyond the words of institution of the 
Lord’s Supper, we should take a moment to get our bearings by making a few introductory 
comments.   
 First, Matthew 26.30 (where we left off last week) has two parts: the first part closes the 
door to the upper room with a song (And when they had sung a hymn, they went out); the second part 
shifts the narrative from the upper room to the Mount of Olives (they went out to the Mount of Olives). 
 Second, the covenant of betrayal is a pivotal event in the narrative. The idea of betrayal 
hangs over the meal of transition from Passover to Communion. Jesus instituted Communion for 
the new Israel under the dark shadow of profound hatred, biting betrayal, painful crucifixion, and 
humiliating burial. Those clouds darkened the sky above the Mount of Olives. Nonetheless, 
descending from the upper room comes a singer, one singing hymns of praise to God’s name. He 
declares God’s name to His disciples. He sings amidst the congregation. 
 Third, events are unfolding quickly. Jesus and the disciples are on their way to the garden 
and from there into the hands of their enemies by the kiss of Judas. In this context, Matthew 
records some words of Jesus to His disciples before they get to the garden. In the garden, when 
Jesus speaks to them, their eyes glaze over because there they fade in and out of sleep. Before 
reaching the garden, the disciples are fully awake and Jesus challenges them deeply with some 
troubling words. Now, He speaks not of betrayal, but of desertion by His closest friends, not of 
betrayal by one, but of desertion by all. Notably, the issue of this text is not the desertion itself 
(Matthew does not record it here in 26.31-35). The issue here is disagreement between the 
disciples and our Lord regarding His prediction of their conduct in the future.  
 Therefore, my title for today’s message is “Contradicting Christ.” We can cover this 
strange sounding topic in two steps: Jesus predicts the desertion of the disciples, and Peter and 
the disciples contradict Jesus.  
 
1A. Jesus predicts the desertion of the disciples 
 First, consider how Jesus states this prediction. 
 1B. He pointedly states His prediction 
 In no uncertain words, Jesus tells them that they will all desert Him; they will do so this 
very night (26.31, Then Jesus said to them, "You will all fall away because of me this night…”).  
 We should define the notion of falling away. It means to stumble and fall into sin. The 
prediction is that the disciples will sin in the near future because of Jesus (v. 31). The dialogue 
indicates that the fall into sin involves denying the Lord. Note how the Lord responds to Peter’s 
protest “I will never fall away” (v. 33a) by saying, “you will deny me” (v. 33b). Evidently, the events that 
overtake Him will overwhelm them. They will fall away denying any association with Him.  
 Consider the circumstances of the disciples. They are followers of the Lord; they have 
stayed the course through some difficult times. They listened to many hard sayings from the 
Lord, sayings that confused them. They saw the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees. They 
knew that the leaders of the nation opposed Jesus with deep animosity. Now, everything is 
coming to a head and the Lord is putting them between a rock and a hard place. The situation is 
such that their desire to follow the Lord is counterbalanced by an even greater desire to secure 
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their own safety. Here is the choice. Follow Christ and go to jail, be humiliated, suffer, and 
perhaps even die at His side, or run away from Him, from loyalty and obedience to Him, and 
from submission to the will of God. They know that that fork in the road is coming. Jesus tells 
them plainly that when they get there, they will fall into sin, deny Him, and take the wrong road.  
 2B. He firmly grounds His prediction 
 Jesus is clear about the certainty of the sin His disciples will commit, and He knows that 
this is a “hard saying” for them. He knows that they will disagree, so, He argues and firmly 
grounds His prediction. He does so in at least two ways.  
 1) First, Jesus grounds His prediction in the Scriptures 
 You will all fall away because of me this night. For it is written, 'I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the 
flock will be scattered (Mat. 26.31). Jesus quotes from the OT book of Zechariah, specifically 13.7. 
How does Jesus interpret Zechariah to confirm His point with regard to the disciples? The key to 
His interpretation is the conclusion that Messiah is in view in the prophecy. We can see this 
when we go back to the immediate context in Zechariah 13, to verse 6: And if one asks him, 'What are 
these wounds on your back?' he will say, 'The wounds I received in the house of my friends.' The wounds are “in 
His hands” not on His back (Unger, Zechariah, 229-30). Zechariah literally states that the 
wounds are “between his hands” and therefore some translate it “between his shoulders” and thus 
“on his back.” Others suggest that it refers to the chest, but they over press the preposition 
(“between”), which can simply mean “in.” Notably, He received these wounds in the house of 
His friends, connecting the disciples with those that wound Him (Zech. 13.6, in the house of my 
friends).   
 Broadly, we know that the entire nation rejected Him for “His own received Him not” 
(Jn. 1.11), but Jesus includes the disciples in the reference here, “You will fall away because of 
me, as it is written,” and we can add: “in Zechariah” (Mat. 26.31). In other words, Jesus 
indicates that those who love Him, His friends, contribute to His wounds by stumbling and 
falling away from Him. Plainly and forcefully, the Lord predicts the sin that they are going to 
commit; He grounds His prediction in the writings of Scripture.  
 2) Next, Jesus grounds His prediction in the plan of God 
 The prophet Zechariah expresses the plan of God in His prophecy. To get this point, we 
should notice how our Lord introduces the personal “I” into His citation of Zechariah.  
 

Zechariah: Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered; I will turn my hand against the little ones… (13.7). 
Jesus: For it is written, 'I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered' (Mat. 26.31). 
 

 At first, you might think that Jesus is misquoting the prophecy of Zechariah. However, as 
is often the case, Jesus is not trying to give a verbatim quotation. He cites parts of the passage in 
the process of interpreting and applying it. What seems to be a change in the wording is actually 
the key to its meaning and application. It is clear that it is the will of God that unfolds in the 
striking of the shepherd and the scattering of the sheep because it is the Lord of hosts who 
speaks: “Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, against the man who stands next to me,” declares the LORD of 
hosts. "Strike the shepherd…” (Zech. 13.6-7). The Lord of hosts goes on to say, I will turn my hand against 
the little ones. In other words, with a very personal “I,” the Lord says, “I will strike the shepherd 
and I will scatter the sheep.”  
 Now what does Jesus mean when He uses this text to ground His prediction that the 
disciples will fall away into sin? It means that the sin of the disciples is the will of God; it is the 
decretive will of God, that is, it is in His plan. Jesus is certain that the disciples will fall away 
this very night because Zechariah reveals God’s plan for them. Their conduct in the near future 
is already in the record of Scripture; it is included in God’s plan by which everything comes to 
pass in time.  
 Difficult at it may seem Jesus informs us that the Father in heaven orchestrates this fall 
of the disciples into the sin of disloyalty and denial. Before we tackle that underlying difficulty, 
we need to see how the disciples respond. This brings us to our second major point.  
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2A. Peter and the disciples contradict Jesus 
 They respond by contradicting Him regarding His prediction. They disagree with Him 
about what will happen in the future. A dialogue unfolds and the disciples have the last word in 
it. The dialogue has the following form: Peter’s first contradiction, the Lord’s reaffirmation 
(getting more specific with respect to Peter), Peter’s second contradiction along with the 
disciples and, finally, the narrator’s open-ended ending.  
 1B. Peter’s first contradiction 
 Peter answered him, "Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall away" (Mat. 26.33). Peter 
cannot believe what his ears are hearing. He thinks that the Lord is wrong. He directly 
contradicts the words of Jesus. He is so self-assured that even if circumstances were to 
overwhelm all the other disciples, He knows, without a doubt, that he will stand tall.  
 2B. The Lord’s reaffirmation 
 Jesus said to him, "Truly, I tell you, this very night, before the rooster crows, you will deny me three times" 
(Mat. 26.34). Jesus predicts Peter’s threefold denial that will occur before morning. He says, 
“Peter, you will not deny me once, or twice, but three times.” 
 3B. Peter’s second contradiction (including all the disciples) 
 Peter contradicts the Lord again. The disciples follow suit. Peter said to him, "Even if I must die 
with you, I will not deny you!" And all the disciples said the same (Mat. 26.35). If Peter put his foot in his 
mouth in the first contradiction, he now puts both feet in his mouth in this second one. Now, he 
flatly contradicts the Lord Jesus claiming that he will stand with the Lord, even if it means his 
death: "Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you!"  
 4B. The narrator’s open-ended ending 
 Matthew leaves this tension between the disciples and Jesus unresolved.  
 Looking ahead, what happened? 
 They all fled. We know that they all deserted Him at the time of His arrest (26.56, Then all 
the disciples left him and fled). These facts hang over the narrative with no explicit resolution to the 
very end of the story. 
 We know what Peter did. The text tells us that when they took Jesus away, first, he 
tagged along at the back of the crowd (And Peter was following him at a distance, Mat. 26.58). Second, 
he waited with the guards (26.58). Third, when servant girls and bystanders associated him with 
Jesus, Peter denied the Lord three times before the crowing of the rooster, as Jesus predicted: 
Then he began to invoke a curse on himself and to swear, "I do not know the man." And immediately the rooster 
crowed.  75 And Peter remembered the saying of Jesus, "Before the rooster crows, you will deny me three times." And 
he went out and wept bitterly (Mat. 26.74-75). 
 In the story line that Matthew presents, there is no explicit resolution to this breech in the 
relationship between the disciples and Christ, as we have in other Gospels. For example, John 
brings the three denials in a full circle to three affirmations (Jn. 21, in the three questions to 
Peter, “Do you love me”). Here, while Jesus confesses a good confession inside at the trial, Peter 
weeps bitterly outside. Of course, His weeping hints in the direction of resolution.   
 However, Matthew does record the fact that Jesus promised a resolution after the 
resurrection: (v. 32, But after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee"). In this promise, Jesus 
anticipates the proclamation of the angel at the empty tomb: Then go quickly and tell his disciples that he 
has risen from the dead, and behold, he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him. See, I have told you" 
(28.7). Therefore, the eleven went to Galilee to meet the risen Lord: 16 Now the eleven disciples went to 
Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them.  17 And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some 
doubted (28.16-17). Jesus brings the disciples along the pathway of spiritual growth in steps, 
sometimes baby steps for the doubting of the upper room continues for some of them even after 
the resurrection.  
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Applications 
 1) Contradicting the Lord  
 Eyeball to eyeball, Peter and the disciples opposed the Lord Jesus contradicting His 
words to them. It should be no surprise that men of this earth like you and me would oppose the 
Lord. What is striking is that Jesus allows them to do it.  
 The reason for this is that Jesus brings all His disciples, all of us, along the pathway of 
spiritual growth in steps. Sometimes these steps are baby steps because we conduct ourselves 
like big babies. We oppose Scripture, reject godly wisdom, and contradict our loving Savior! 
 2) Grandiose self-confidence 
 The disciples are so self-assured in their loyalty to Jesus that they go so far as to 
contradict their teacher in point blank ways. However, to contradict Christ is hardly the best form 
of loyalty to Him. Moreover, in the name of not denying Him (I and we never will), they deny 
the teaching of Scripture on which Jesus depends and to which He submits. The disciples 
demonstrate that grandiose self-confidence leads to absurd self-contradiction because they deny 
Him in the very claim that they will never deny Him. It is absurd to contradict the Lord. It is true 
that pride goes before a fall. It is also true that the Lord opposes the proud but gives grace to the 
humble. Therefore, “if you think you stand, take heed, lest you fall.”  
 3) The true man of God  
 Jesus shows the marvelous example of the true man of God that submits to the will of 
God contained in the Holy Scriptures.  
 He humbled Himself to the Scriptures and submitted Himself to the God of the covenant.  
 True disciples ought to carry themselves with much greater humility and much less 
confidence than what the disciples display. They fail to conduct themselves with the humility 
and vulnerability of children that Jesus taught in Matthew 18. That account has to vibrate in our 
ears and hearts when we look at ourselves through the glasses tinted with the knowledge that 
disciples of the Lord Jesus (then and now, them and us) contradict, denounce, and deny Him.  
 4) Comfort in the mystery of providence 
 In more than one way, this text informs us that God accomplishes His sovereign will 
through the responsible actions of men. Who smites the shepherd of the sheep, the Lord Jesus? 
The God of the covenant smites Him for it is the Lord of hosts that commands the passive sword 
to awake from sleep and strike the shepherd: “Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, against the man who 
stands next to me,” declares the LORD of hosts. "Strike the shepherd…” (Zech. 13.6-7). However, when the 
Romans put Him on the tree, it was the people of Israel that that truly crucified Him with guilty 
hands. The truth is on record in the book of Acts: Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that 
God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified."  37 Now when they heard this they were cut to 
the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"  38 And Peter said to them, 
"Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins…” (Acts 2.36-
38). They killed Him and they knew it with regret.  
 We then may ask, “Which is it? Did the Lord of hosts strike the shepherd or did the Jews 
strike Him?” It is not an either or situation. It is the mystery of providence that both facts are 
true: “many hands were raised to wound Him, none would interpose to save (as the disciples 
fled), but the deepest stroke that pierced Him was the stroke that, God in justice, gave.” In ways 
beyond our comprehension, God used the sinful acts of sinful and responsible men to accomplish 
His holy will. Thus, Peter puts both of these truths together: this Jesus, delivered up according to the 
definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men (Acts 2.23).  
 Without in any way removing the responsibility that we have before the Lord, we can rest 
assured that the events that affect our lives, even our sins and the sins of others against us, come 
from the hand of our loving Father in heaven. Here, without excusing sin (ours or that of others), 
we have the greatest conceivable comfort come what may in the course of our lives. This “come 
what may” even includes our own weakness and sin. Again, this in no way excuses our sin or 
encourages it. It in no way removes the painful consequences that we may experience because of 
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our sins. Nevertheless, this is our great comfort: to know that our Father is working all things, 
even our falls into sin, for our good and His glory.  
 5) The way of escape 
 This is definitely an excruciating trial for the disciples. They succumb to the temptation 
within the trial. How can we get our arms around this truth? How can we preserve the promise of 
1 Corinthians that no trial or temptation can come upon you without the Lord’s promise of a way 
of escape? Do we need to say that the Lord did not provide a way out, or do we need to say that 
He provided a way out, but they failed to find “the perfect will of God”? Must we conclude that 
everything ultimately rests on free will, such that 1 Corinthians 10.13 is nothing more than an 
invitation that directs us to rest in our own strength? 
 However, if the Lord directs us to rest in our own strength, are we not left at every 
difficult crossroad with the possibility of failure because of our persistent weakness? If we are to 
trust in our own strength, as masters of our own fates, then we must conclude that this kind of 
gospel is not good news and we may fail to make it to glory in the end. This is not comforting, 
nor is it a ground for hope. This line of thinking is wrong because the Lord does not direct us to 
trust in our own strength, but in Him and in the power of our sovereign God.  
 Therefore, we need to view the trial of the disciples in a different light. The trial is not 
simply the moment of crisis in the garden. That is a key to understanding this event. Their fiery 
trial includes not only the arrest of the Lord Jesus, but also His death and resurrection.  
 The disciples will endure the fiery trial ahead of them, but this does not remove the fact 
that they will fail along the way. It does not remove the fact that there will be times when they let 
down their guard and get run over on the battlefield. There, under the feet of their enemies, they 
will suffer many consequences. There, under the feet of the number one enemy, their own sinful 
hearts, they must learn to do battle by means of setbacks on the battlefield.  
 The bottom line is that the Lord will see to it that we learn the lessons that He intends that 
we learn. He abided with the disciples even though they left Him; He did not leave them out in 
the dark alone and forsaken. Through a process, He caused them to face this crossroad in their 
lives knowing full well that they would take the wrong road and turn their backs on Him. Still, 
He loves them. His love abides, therefore, He says, “I will go before you to Galilee.” In other words, 
He makes a promise: “you will follow me there after the resurrection.” Matthew does not give us 
the details of how the Lord brought the disciples back from their fear, fleeing, and forsaking. 
What He does tell us is that the Lord will not let go of them, even though they all forsake Him 
and deny Him. That is why we see the eleven at the of the story going out to meet the Lord in 
Galilee, even while some of them still harbored serious doubts in their hearts.  
 Why did the Holy Spirit give this account in the Gospel of Matthew? It is for your benefit 
as you face trials on your journey. Among other things, you must never toy with sin and its 
consequences. If you do, you will suffer the pain of stumbling and falling. Still, the promise is 
that even your sins are within God’s plan. He includes even your sins in the outworking of His 
purpose to work all things together for your good and His glory. These teaching are profound 
indeed, but they give you a basis for hope because the Lord Jesus assures you that He will see to 
it that you follow Him to resurrection glory.  
 Bottom line: therefore, follow your Lord’s example of submission to Scripture and to the 
will of God; and do so with spiritual readiness, faithfulness in the means of grace, and vigilance 
like a soldier.  
 

May we fall down before the majesty of our God with deep thankfulness that despite our sins and 
weaknesses and even through them He is the rock under our feet; may the Holy Spirit comfort us in 
knowing that He has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you” so that we may say, “I will not 
fear what man shall do to me, nor will I fear my own weakness because Jesus promises that I will 
follow Him into resurrection glory,” amen.  

 


