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Preface

The Gospel of Matthew stands first in the New Testament. This position testifies to its
continuing significance for the church. This monograph provides an introduction to and
interpretation of this Gospel narrative. I have prepared it based on notes that I developed for
teaching the exposition of Matthew’s Gospel numerous times at Northwest Baptist Seminary and
the Associated Canadian Theological Schools from 2000-2017.

I have tried to indicate in footnotes the sources that have enriched my understanding of
this Gospel, but undoubtedly have not identified all to whom I am indebted.

Of course, much more could and needs to be said about this Gospel than I have included
in this monograph. However, I think that a careful reading of this monograph, done in tandem
with a close reading of this Gospel’s narrative, will enable a person to grasp the writer’s key
ideas about Jesus Messiah, his mission, message, and mode of ministry, and their continuing
significance.

Larry Perkins, Ph.D.
November, 2020.
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Introduction

Gaining Perspective on a Gospel

Pick up any copy of the New Testament and you will discover the initial four books are entitled

“Gospels.” But what is a Gospel?' Richard Burridge demonstrates? that “the synoptic gospels belong

within the overall genre of Biot [lives].” He argues this based upon internal features:

their introductions, naming the subject at the beginning (Mark and Matthew) or starting with a
formal preface (Luke);

half of the verbs are taken up with Jesus’ words and deeds, a concentration on the primary
subject found in Greco-Roman Bioy;

the focus on the death of the subject (15-20% of the narrative) in the Synoptics is similar to that
in contemporary Bioy;

the topics of ancestry, birth, boyhood and education, great deeds, virtues and death reveal a
similar range;

the style and form of Greek is compatible with Bioy;

they have a serious and respectful air, appropriate to their subject matter;

Jesus is a real character, not a mere stereotype;

and external features:

they use prose narrative, just as contemporary Biot;

their length is comparable (Matthew 18,305 words, Mark 11,242 and Luke 19,428) situating them
as medium length writings;

they are chronological accounts moving from Jesus’ baptism to his passion, with topical materials
inserted, like contemporary Bioy;

in terms of scale they focus primarily on one person;

the combination of stories, sayings and speeches in the Synoptics is similar to that found in
various Bioy;

the use of various sources is comparable;

and they develop our sense of Jesus’ character by reporting his words and deeds.

! “Gospel” refers to a written narrative that presents the story of Jesus; “gospel” refers to the oral message of
salvation that early Christians presented after the resurrection of Jesus.

2 Richard Burridge, What are the Gospels? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004, second edition), 212. “Bioi” were a
form of literature common in the first century of the Greco-Roman period. They focused on significant figures and
the writers wrote with various motives in mind.



I would concur with Burridge’s evaluation. Given the range of authorial intent and purpose that we find in
these contemporary Biot, it is not surprising to see apologetic, ideological, and didactic purposes as
primary and frequent emphases within the Synoptics.

If Matthew?’ is incorporating major portions of Mark’s Gospel into his narrative, using it as a
source, then we see him tidying it up in terms of style, adding ancestry, birth and infancy narratives, as
well as defining the chronological structure more clearly and adding more topics. In other words,
Matthew brings the Gospel genre into closer affinity with the Biot genre.* He also validates the contents of
Mark’s Gospel by doing so.

We also, however, must realize that these materials were written (at least in the case of Mark and
Matthew) by Jewish people primarily for a Jewish audience, familiar with the sacred writings that
grounded Judaism. While we may not be able to speak of a Jewish canon of religious writings at this
point, there does seem to be some consensus that the Torah, Psalms (wisdom materials) and Prophets
(including historical books) did form a sacred collection of diverse scrolls -- no books yet (cf.
Introduction to Ben Sirach, Qumran document 4QMMT C 10-11(159-52 BCE) “the book of Moses and
the books of the Prophets and (the writings) of David...”; Luke 24:45ff, Josephus’ materials (Contra
Apionem1.37-41 “22 sacred books — 5 of the Law, 13 Prophets, and 4 others”). When we consider that
much of this material also incorporated content that was somewhat biographical in nature (e.g., Exodus 1-
20 — Moses) and dealt with similar motifs, as well as the fact that the Gospel writers, particularly
Matthew, deliberately makes fundamental connections with this sacred literature, we must consider the
influence of Jewish literary form and style upon these early Christian narratives as well. To name just
three examples, the form of the genealogy in Matthew 1 and the many parables that Jesus taught, reflect
similar materials in the Jewish Scriptures. As well, the narrative materials in Exodus 1-20 which describe
the life and leadership of Moses feature similar interests. And then, we cannot ignore the element of
fulfillment that permeates the text. So, while we can agree with Burridge’s general definition of the
Synoptic Gospels as part of the family of Greco-Roman Biot, we must also keep our eyes on this Jewish
heritage and its formative influence in these narratives.

What are some of the implications for interpretation that we must keep in mind?

1. The Gospels are not unique literary documents. They share too many features with similar

Biot in the Greco-Roman world and also Jewish literary precedents.

3 The term “Matthew” refers to the person who wrote this Gospel and sometimes to the Gospel narrative that bears
this name. Whether one of the apostles named Matthew composed it is certainly the view in the patristic literature,
but contemporary scholars question whether this is the case.

4 Also Burridge, 241.



2. Our expectations of the narrative must be the same as the original Jewish author and audience
would have had. So, when we seek to ‘decode’ the story, we must be careful not to use
modern concepts of biography or historiography.

3. While ancient Biot had various purposes, including entertainment, we discern that those
written about the founders of schools of philosophy or religious movements tended to focus
on apologetic and teaching functions and so we might not be far wrong to begin our
exploration of Matthew’s Gospel with a similar perspective, unless the text leads us to a
different conclusion. It is a useful starting point.

4. The key to the interpretation of and motive for writing the Gospel must lie in the primary
character, namely Jesus. So, we must seek to understand this emphasis upon Jesus
hermeneutically. Why was he chosen as the central figure and what does the writer want to
affirm about him? We might suggest that Christology must be one of, if not the most singular
focus of our attention, because it was the primary concern of the writer.

5. Because a Gospel is a form of Biog there are constraints upon free composition. We can
discern truth about the historical Jesus from Matthew’s Bioc Incod. We want to discern what
each passage will reveal about the central character and his significance in the light of the
Evangelist’s comprehensive purpose.

Ben Witherington® in his commentary on Mark’s Gospel agreed with Burridge’s perspective and
indicated that this means our interpretation must consider the Evangelist’s intent to ask and answer some
key questions — who was Jesus, what was he like, and why is he worth writing a biography about? In the
case of Matthew, we might also discern a closer interest in cause-effect relationships between events,
particularly those described in the Jewish Scriptures.®

Burridge also makes the interesting argument that the production of a Christian Biog with Jesus as

the hero makes “an enormous Christological claim.”” In comparison to the first century Jewish context,
“no rabbi is that unique; each rabbi is only important in as much as he represents the Torah, which holds

the central place. To write a biography is to replace the Torah by putting a human person in the centre of

5> Ben Witherington, The Gospel of Mark (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 5.

¢ The absence of Rabbinic parallels to Gospels is remarkable. If the materials we find in the Gospels circulated like
Rabbinic stories, aphorisms and parables, then why did the Gospels emerge as connected narratives focused around
Jesus, but nothing similar emerges in Rabbinic Judaism devoted to other Jewish figures? Jacob Neusner also argues
that there are no Tannaitic Parallels to Gospels. The Rabbinic anecdotes centre around teaching and the proposed Q
materials and the so-called Gospel of Thomas are more like these Rabbinic materials. But Q and Thomas are not
Biot. The primary reason is that the Gospels focus upon the uniqueness of the hero and this adds the creative element
necessary to produce a pioc.

7 Burridge, 304.



the stage. The literary genre makes a major theological shift which becomes an explicit Christological
claim — that Jesus of Nazareth is Torah embodied.”

The understanding of Gospels as Biot also has implications for the use of Gospels in discerning
Christian ethics/moral instruction. In ancient Biot virtue was revealed through a person’s words and deeds.
So in a Christian Gospel narrative, we discover Jesus’ teaching and how he personally expressed and
practiced these values. Thus, people are urged to follow Jesus, not just listen to his words or meditate on
his teachings. Imitation is critical. Speeches offer crystalized representations of the hero’s point of view.
The intimations of his deity or at least very close relationship with the deity urge our careful attention to
what he says and does.

While in terms of genre a gospel shares many features with a Greco-Roman Biog, it also has some
features that link it with historiography (i.e., the form of Luke’s preface which is similar to that found at
the beginning of contemporary historical writings) and theology — the attempt to explain who God is and
what he is doing in the world. The narrative gains sense and impact because it is historically rooted and
connected. Jesus is a real person who lived in Galilee and Judea during the first third of the first century
during the reign of Herod Antipas. His followers became key leaders in the emergent Christian church.
While the events that the Gospels relate preceded the writing of many if not most of the NT epistles, the
Gospels themselves probably postdate these same epistles. So we must ask ourselves at some point why
did Gospels, these Jesus books, begin to emerge in the middle of the 60’s, at the time when the Jewish
war against Rome broke out and after the production of a significant number of formal epistles written by
Christian leaders? How did they contribute to the establishment of the Christian movement and inform the
division between Christianity and Judaism that occurs at that time? As well, what relationship to these
Gospel narratives have with the thematic focuses expressed in the epistolary literature? And also, what
relationship does a Gospel (in our case Matthew’s Gospel) have with the events narrated, i.e., what
sources were used? Who is the person named “Matthew” in the Gospel tradition and what connection did
he have personally with the Historical Jesus and with the composition of this Gospel?

In my view we have to consider these Gospel narratives as essentially biographical and historical
documents, but written with a theological (or ideological) purpose. They demonstrate how God’s plans
find expression in human lives and history and what sense humans should make of these events for
themselves, their communities and for defining their worldview. Within the Jewish context of the first
century CE they provide a distinctive Jewish view on the interpretation of the Jewish scriptures and
Yahweh’s purposes for Israel, that contest other current Jewish ideologies presented by the Essenes,

Pharisees, and Sadducees.

8 Ibid.



The fact that we have four Gospels within the NT Canon should also be considered carefully.

Gaining Perspective on the Synoptic Question

Although Matthew occupies first position in our New Testament canon, it is followed by two
other closely related Gospel narratives, named Mark and Luke. These three are categorizes as the
“Synoptic Gospels” because they have so much material in common. We do not know who created this
order or what the motivation was. The literary, historical, theological, and social relationships among
these three narratives continue to engage scholarly attention.

1. Interms of literary issues the primary questions relate to the sources used by each writer in the
preparation of their narratives and how the current structure of the Gospels relate to these sources. The
verbal and sequential parallels, similarities and dissimilarities found in these Gospels lead us to conclude
that they did not merely have access to the same sources, but in fact one or two of them knew of and used
the other Gospel(s) as a literary source. What the precise relationship might be remains debated. The
evidence seems to point to what is called ‘Markan priority’, with Matthew and Luke in varying degrees
incorporating Markan materials into their later compositions. Whether the ‘edition’ Matthew or Luke may
have had of this Markan material differed from ours or whether it was our current Markan gospel, again is
debated.

Matthew and Luke share material not found in Mark. While some might argue that Mathew or
Luke borrowed from one or the other, most scholars think that they had access to a common source and
this unknown and currently non-existent exemplar is named ‘Q’ (from the German word Quelle =
source). Whether ‘Q’ ever existed as a distinct literary composition is not a settled matter. Second century
gospel documents such as the “Gospel of Thomas” seem to have a form that ‘Q’ is postulated to have had
— a series of Jesus sayings without narrative setting. However, this document reflects theological motifs
that characterize some second century Christian groups and is de-historicized, i.e., it does not set the
sayings of Jesus in any historically-based narrative.

Further, we also find materials in Matthew that are peculiar to it and in Luke that are peculiar to
it. This suggests that Matthew had access to at least three different sources — Mark, Q traditions, and
additional materials. Apart from Mark, we cannot ‘recover’ these other sources with any degree of
certainty. However, comparing the way that Matthew incorporates Markan materials within his Gospel
can give us some perspective on the emphases that Matthew wishes to communicate through his narrative.
This, of course, presumes Markan priority as a working assumption. And we cannot then overlook the
significance of this writer using the Markan account so extensively in composing his Gospel.

We have little understanding about the historical relationship between Matthew and Luke.

However, where they both use the same materials, we again need to consider what we might learn about



Matthew’s theological perspective by comparing his presentation in such cases with Luke’s, considering
both similarities and differences.

One of the tools we have for studying these NT Gospel narratives is called a “Synopsis.” The
narratives of these three Gospels, often accompanied by the materials from John’s Gospel, are placed in
parallel columns for easy comparison. Your study of Matthew will be enriched if you take time to access
a synopsis. You should use a resource of this nature when doing research for various assignments in this
course.

2. If Mark was the first gospel narrative composed, as many think, then Matthew and Luke must
follow it chronologically. However, the actual degree of chronological separation between Matthew and
Mark is disputed. There seems to be a quotation from Matthew’s Gospel in Ignatius’ letter 7o The
Smyrneans 1.1, to be dated c. A.D. 110-115. In reference to Jesus, Ignatius writes that he was “baptized

299

by John, that ‘all righteousness might be fulfilled by him’” (Befanticpévov 7o Todvvov, iva TAnpwoi
nica dikalocvvn v’ avtod; cf. Matthew 3:15 TAnpdoot Tdcay dikatocvvVNy).
If Mark was written after Peter’s death and prior to the end of the Roman-Jewish war (AD 70),

then Matthew’s Gospel must be placed either in the late 60’s or early 70’s of the first decade.

P »
< |

63-65 CE? Mark’s Gospel 68 CE?
66CE? Matthew’s Gospel 70CE?

We have no sense from Matthew’s Gospel that Jerusalem and the Temple are destroyed (70CE) and so we
probably need to presume it was composed prior to or very close to the events of 70CE. Although other
elements are appealed to frequently (i.e., claimed confusion in Matthew’s references to Jewish religious
leaders; use of the term ‘Rabbi’ (23:7-8); reference to Zechariah son of Berechiah is identified by some as
Zechariah son of Baris assassinated in the Temple area by Zealots prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in
70CE; we know that the Sadducees as a movement did not survive the destruction of Jerusalem. So if, as
some suppose, Matthew is written 80-100CE, why is there so much concern about a Jewish sect that no
longer exists?

3. The earliest references to Matthew as the writer of this Gospel in the patristic records occur in

quotes from a work by Papias (early second century CE), quoted by Eusebius in Historia Ecclesiastica
5.8.2. Papias stated that MotOoiog pév odv ‘EBpaidt Siéhexte 1) Adylo cuvetdéato, Npuivencey 8 adto

o¢ v duvartdg Ekactog (“Matthew then compiled the oracles in the Hebrew/Aramaic language, and each



interpreted/translated them as they were able”). The current Greek Matthew shows little indication of
being a translated document. So we cannot discern any direct linkage between the Greek Matthew and
this Aramaic collection of Jesus’ oracles described by Papias. The author of this Greek gospel may have
incorporated sayings from this Aramaic source into his narrative (perhaps into the five or six large
sections of discourse), but if so, they already seem to have been in Greek form. Note that in the
introduction to his Gospel, Luke indicates he had access to many different sources for his narrative and
we should assume that Matthew had similar sources at his disposal.

4. Another matter of historical connectivity is the linkage between Matthew’s Gospel
and the words and deeds of the historical Jesus. If Matthew’s Gospel does predate the Roman-Jewish
war’s destruction of Jerusalem, and the author is the apostle Matthew or someone close to him, then the
author’s life does overlap with key figures in the development of Christianity, including the apostles, as
well as Jesus himself. Peter, as far as we can determine, probably perished during the persecution that
occurred in aftermath of the burning of Rome (c. 64CE). Eyewitnesses of Jesus’ words, deeds and
resurrection were still alive (the apostle John seems to survive into the 80’s of the first century). We have
every reason to believe that the sources would present an accurate picture of the reality of Jesus. Do we
have any evidence that the first Christians and their leaders engaged in substantial embellishment of these
traditions and created new materials, with no foundation in the historical reality of Jesus? None at all.
Rather we see them being very careful to present the Gospel truthfully. A significant element in the
Gospel presentation after the resurrection was the connection of people with the events that defined the
historical Jesus, just as Israel’s sacred writings sought to connect subsequent generations of Jewish people
with Israel’s origins.” The focus on “witnessing” the resurrection particularly (Acts 1) indicates that this
was a very critical issue in the presentation of the good news (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:1-12).

5. Social relationships within early Christianity are not easy to discern or document. However, all
indications we do have from the NT documents is that the leaders and early writers, e.g., Paul, Peter,
James, Luke, Mark, were networked, knowing and interacting with one another. When Matthew decided
to use Mark’s Gospel as the framework for his narrative, what did this say about the way Mark’s Gospel
was being perceived in the early church? If Mark’s narrative was primarily intended for Gentile readers
and if Matthew’s narrative was primarily intended for Jewish readers, then what was Matthew saying
when he incorporated it into his Gospel?

Attempts to connect this Gospel with a specific community have occurred numerous times. The
most commonly accept hypothesis is that Matthew wrote his Gospel in the context of a Jewish-Christian

community in or around Antioch. However, in suggesting this, we should not suppose that Matthew wrote

9 R. Bauckham. Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2000).

10



intentionally only for part of the church community. He may have written out of a concern for some
social groups within the church, but he intends his Gospel to speak to all believers who are forming the
new people of God created in the Messiah Jesus. He certainly wants Jewish Christians to understand how
the Gospel enables them to live in covenant faithfulness before God, even as they are committed to Jesus
as Messiah. He also wants to affirm that the Messiah is the one who initiates and authorizes the mission to
the nations with all of its attendant changes. So Matthew incorporates elements that show how Jesus’
teachings related to the minutiae of the Mosaic Law. Yet Jesus’ mission is for all nations and this includes
the Jewish people.

I would suggest we need to read Matthew’s Gospel along with Hebrews and James — epistles
addressed primarily to Jewish Christians, and perhaps 1 Peter. As well, we should consider Paul’s
discussion in Romans 9-11 and Ephesians 2 about the plans of God for Jewish people in the context of the
Messiah’s death and resurrection. Matthew writes at a time when Christianity was establishing its own
identity separate from Judaism, but co-existing with it and desiring to demonstrate that Christianity
represented the final phase of God’s covenant promise to Abraham. Jews who oppose God in this are not
participants in the Abrahamic covenant, despite their protests to the contrary. The imminent destruction of
Jerusalem and the Temple have to be assessed in the light of Jesus’ prophetic words (Matthew 23-25).
This is the new reality that the Messiah’s death and resurrection have created. Those Jews who are truly
obedient to God will embrace Jesus as Messiah. This does not mean the abandonment of all Jewish
religious practices, but it does mean a re-evaluation of their continuing import and practice. Matthew’s
Gospel presents a new vision of the true Israel that Jews have to consider if they are to be faithful to
Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham.

So the Synoptic relationships and social/historical contexts in which Matthew exists must be kept
constantly in our mind’s eye as we seek to understand Matthew’s narrative and its message.

At this point we might address the question why the canonical Gospels began to emerge in the
60’s of the first century. Most of Paul’s letters were written prior to their appearance. Perhaps as well we
should include 1 Peter, James and Hebrews in this situation too. We often forget this sequence in our
interpretation of the Gospels. Did Matthew write in full knowledge of Paul’s letters or those of Peter or
James or Hebrews? If so, is Matthew writing in positive response to the issues Paul expresses, explaining
how Jesus’ teachings and actions provided the basis for Paul’s Gospel, or does he seek to correct wrong
impressions? When we consider that terms such as ‘disciple’, ‘Kingdom of God’ and ‘son of man’,
common to Jesus’ teaching occur infrequently or not at all in NT Epistles and that terms such as ‘church’
occur very rarely in the Gospels, then we have to ask how to read these different parts of the NT in the

light of each other.

11



This becomes particularly important when we consider the different emphases placed upon the
significance of Jesus’ life and death in the Epistles and the Gospels, i.e., concepts of atonement, salvation,
etc. Today we continue to struggle to understand and define the relationship between kingdom and church
and much of this occurs because of the diverse terminology in these various writings.

In the case of Matthew, however, I think that he is particularly concerned to define clearly the
shift in covenant understanding and the definition of the people of God that has occurred in the coming of
Jesus. Judaism, as defined in Essene, Pharisee, Sadducee ideologies, no longer represents God’s program
in the world. Rather, it sits under God’s judgment because it has rejected Jesus as Messiah. This is the
new reality that has to be understood by Jews and non-Jews. The program of Jesus has redefined the
nature of God’s people. As Matthew says, Jesus is “building my assembly and the gates of Hades will not
prevail against it.” I think this means that we must pay attention to the theme of divine judgment in
Matthew’s Gospel, especially in the light of the history of God’s dealing with Israel, i.e., the prior
destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in the 6™ century BCE. The stylized genealogy in Matthew 1
may in fact be signaling that this phase of God’s salvation history has ended and now something quite
new is beginning — the Emmanuel period -- following the three earlier periods reflected in the structure of
the genealogy. Who will be the “sons of Jesus Messiah,” who is the “son of God,” in this new period of
God’s relationship with Israel and humanity in general?

To a very significant degree, one of the primary issues addressed by Matthew’s Gospel (and for
the other Gospel writers) is a hermeneutical question. Who is reading the Jewish Sacred Scriptures
correctly and interpreting Yahweh's vision for Israel accurately? Is Jesus, who claims to be Messiah and
his followers, the authoritative interpreter, or do one of several Jewish religious groups (i.e., Pharisees,
Essenes, Sadducees) have this authority? The significant emphasis in Matthew's Gospel upon the right
reading of the Old Testament and its fulfillment in the actions and teachings of Jesus must be accounted
for. It seems to me that Matthew is arguing the case that Jesus both as prophetic voice and Messiah
presents the hermeneutical key to understanding Yahweh's covenant direction and outcome, as expressed
in the Jewish Scriptures. If this is the case, then our interpretation of the OT or Jewish Scriptures will
need to follow Jesus’ lead in this matter. [Consider the parallel in Josephus’ composition “The Jewish
War.” Those who represent truly Judaism are not the rebels. Note also the prophetic voices in the mid-

first century he reports that forecast the destruction of the Temple. ]

Matthew’s Connection with Jewish Religious Sources

One of the significant characteristics of Matthew’s Gospel is the linkage of his story with Jewish
Sacred Scriptures. The fulfillment motif receives continued attention, both in the teaching of Jesus

himself, as well as in the editorial sections. Such a connection joins the events and teachings of Jesus

12



integrally with divine initiatives in the Old Testament. God continues to carry forward his ancient
covenant program, but things are taking a new direction in Jesus.

In several of Paul’s letters, particularly Romans, Galatians and Ephesians, and in the Epistle to
the Hebrews the question of the relationship that Jesus and Christianity have with Judaism and the Old
Testament receives detailed attention. Several significant questions are addressed:

a. in what sense does God’s work in Jesus bring to completion what he initiated in the first

covenant?

b. do the Jewish people continue to have a special covenant relationship with God outside of
Messiah Jesus’ “new covenant,” or does this new covenant incorporate what God had
initiated in the old covenant?

c. 1is participation in the new Messianic assembly now the way in which God expects Jewish
people to express their covenant loyalty to him?

d. what happens to promises about the land or a new Davidic reign that are part of the first
covenant? Do they continue or are they transformed into new spiritual realities in the second
covenant established in Jesus?

e. how should Jewish Christians understand and relate to God’s commands given to Israel
through Moses? Do things continue unchanged or can Jewish Christians now treat the
commands about Sabbath, circumcision, clean vs. unclean, etc. in a new way? Did Jesus give
direction to his followers about such core parts of Judaism? What principles do Jewish
Christians and other believers use to interpret and apply the Jewish Scriptures to their life
under the rule of the Messiah?

f. in what sense did Jewish Scriptures now become Christian Scriptures? What is the new key to
their understanding and interpretation?

Matthew seeks to address these and other questions that Jewish Christians wrestled with.
Inherent within these interactions is a significant apologetic purpose. Much was at stake. We know from
second century Christian writers that the engagement with Judaism continued to be a very difficult
challenge.

First, we need to note the ten OT citations that Matthew introduces with variations on the
expression “all this happened so that what was spoken by the Lord (xvpiov refers to Yahweh) through the
prophets might be fulfilled” (tvo TAnpw6T} 16 POV 7O KVpiov d1d ToD TPoPrTOL Aéyovtog. 1:22-23;
2:15;2:17-18; 2:23; 4:14-16; 8:17; 12:17-21; 13:35; 21:4-5; 27:9-10). We might also include with this
number 2:5-6 (where the verb mAnpdw is omitted) and 13:14; 26:54, 56 (which include the verb mAnpoém

but no other components of the formula). This formulaic introduction is found only in Matthew.

13



mAnpodv (to fulfill) — 16x(Mt) 2x(Mk) 9x(Lk). In all of Matthew’s uses (except 13:48) this word

has a significant theological sense.

10 pnoév (that which was said) - found thirteen times (cf. 3:3; 22:31; 24:15) in Matthew’s Gospel

and nowhere else in the NT.

ot Tod portov (through the prophet) - peculiar to Matthew (cf. also 2:5; 3:3; 24:15).

Prabhu notes that “the closest parallels to the fulfillment formulas of MT are...not to be found in the New
Testament, nor in the Jewish or Christian literature of the time, but in the Old Testament.”!* We might
consider 2 Chronicles 36:21-22 “to fulfill the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah” (cf. 1 Kgs
2:27; Ezra 1:1)."" Why has Matthew incorporated this expression and placed it so often and so
strategically within his Gospel narrative? As well we should note that in most of the other quotations that
Matthew incorporates into his narrative and shared with other Synoptic Gospels, he tends to follow the
Septuagint text, the Greek translation of the Old Testament. However, in these formula quotations (apart
from 1:23) the “text differs substantially from the Septuagint....In most cases...Matthew’s version seems
to be simply an independent and ‘free’ rendering of the passage concerned, sometimes apparently
adapting the text to allow the reader to see more clearly how it has found its fulfillment in Jesus.”'? So
Matthew is doing something very deliberate when he uses these materials in the formation of his
narrative.

We will need to take special note of the content of each quotation in their Old Testament and
Matthean contexts and how they point us towards key elements in Matthew’s theological presentation.
Whether as Stendahl'® hypothesized, these quotations and their interpretation point to the existence of a
“Matthean School” of early Jewish-Christian interpretation, similar to the Qumran Pesher tradition, is yet
to be established. However, as Gundry notes, Matthew incorporates OT materials into his narrative as he
considered it helpful and using the fulfillment formula was only one of many ways that he does this. So
we have to be careful not to segment the ‘formula quotations’ as forming in Matthew’s mind a
particularly distinctive group of OT references. They do tend to occur, however, in those parts of the
narrative that are peculiar to Matthew and so this might explain why their OT text form is different from
other quotations in those parts of his narrative that parallel the Synoptic Gospels.

Of course there are many other ways that Matthew links the story of Jesus with the Old

Testament framework. The first two or three chapters do this extensively, using the genealogy, the text of

19 George M. Soares Prabhu, The Formula Quotations in the Infancy Narrative of Matthew (Analecta Biblica 63;
Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1976), 61.

! Three of these relate to prophecies spoken through Jeremiah (2 Chron. 36:21, 22 and Ezra 1:1) in the context of
the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile. Is this significant considering the oracles of Jesus that he spoke against
Jerusalem and Matthew’s focus upon the theme of judgment?

12R. T. France, Matthew. Evangelist and Teacher (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2004), 173-174.

13 Krister Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew and Its Use of the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1968).
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Matthew 1:1, and his deliberate usage of religious language found in the Greek translation of the OT, as
well as reference to OT characters, visions, and angels. However, as Matthew’s narrative unfolds, we
discern dependence upon materials from the Mosaic Law (Sermon on the Mount) as well.

Who Wrote this Gospel?

The traditional ascription for this narrative is katé. Maf@oiov. Hengel in Four Gospels' argues
that titles such as this go back to the first century. However, even so, we cannot be sure they relate to
authorship. Literally the title means “According to Matthew.” The only Matthew mentioned in the text is
the apostle whose name occurs at 9:9 and 10:3. As already noted, Papias says that “Matthew compiled the
oracles in the Hebrew/Aramaic language.” However, we are not certain about the relationship between
this compilation and the Greek Gospel of Matthew that we find in the NT. Irenaeus, who writes around
180 AD repeats the essence of Papias’ statement (Haereses 3.1.1.), saying that Matthew wrote “a Gospel
for the Hebrews in their own language.” As stated earlier, we have no indication that the Greek Gospel of
Matthew is a translation from Hebrew or Aramaic.'” Thus Irenacus must be referring to a different
document or an earlier edition of the Gospel of Matthew as we know it.

It is quite possible that the apostle Matthew did compile a collection of Jesus’ sayings in Hebrew
or Aramaic. However, if that is the case, then to our knowledge it has not survived. If there is linkage
between this Hebrew document and our Greek Matthew, then we have no sense of their relationship.
Whether we are to suppose that traces of this compilation formed the basis for the six great blocks of
teaching in this Gospel remains a very uncertain hypothesis.

Some have pointed to Matthew 13:52 which, it is argued, may be an “oblique self-reference.” The
term ypoppatedg in this passage does not mean “teacher of the law”, but a “clerk, secular scribe,
recorder.” C.F. D. Moule considers it not inconceivable that the Lord Jesus said to tax-collector Matthew,
“You have been a “writer’...; you have had plenty to do with the commercial side of just the topics
alluded to in the parables — farmer’s stock, fields, treasure-grove, fishing revenues; now that you have
become a disciple, you can bring all this out again — but with a difference.”'® Alternatively Jesus may be
indicating the future, intended role of his followers as Messianically authorized interpreters of the Jewish
Scriptures, replacing the current scribal class operating in Judaism in this respect. I do not think this text

provides any indication about the question of authorship for this Gospel.

14 Martin Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of Jesus Christ (Bloomsbury Academic, 2000).

15 Josephus claims that he wrote his “Jewish Wars” first in Aramaic and then wrote it again in Greek. However, if
this true, then he did not create a Greek “translation” of the Aramaic, but wrote it as a Greek composition. Bellum
[.3. As translated in the Loeb edition “by translating (petaAdpwv — transferring, interchanging”) into Greek the
account which I previously composed in my vernacular tongue and sent to the barbarians in the interior.”

16 C.F.D. Moule, “St. Matthew’s Gospel: Some Neglected Features,” Studia Evangelica 2(1964), 98.
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We just do not know who wrote this Gospel, if it was not the apostle Matthew. We will continue
to use the term “Gospel of Matthew” for convenience, but we are not saying by this that the apostle
Matthew wrote this Gospel. He may well have and I have not discerned anything in this narrative that
would preclude him from authorship. Perhaps, like the traditions that claim Mark was dependent upon
Peter’s preaching for the substance of his Gospel, the person who wrote the Gospel of Matthew similarly
was dependent upon material that the apostle Matthew had compiled. Who this writer was, if not the
apostle Matthew, remains a mystery.

In reaching this conclusion, we must be careful not to draw unwarranted negative conclusions
about the authenticity or historical rootedness of its material. Most of the documents in the OT are
anonymous as they have come to us, in that we do not know for sure who wrote them. Within Jewish
tradition authorship was not a major issue. If, as we have argued, this narrative was written before the
destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, then its connection with early Christian sources is established,
particularly since it seems to have incorporated most of Mark’s narrative. As well, its acceptance early in
the church’s life as a trustworthy account deserves notice.

How Does this Narrative Work?

John Nolland in his recent commentary on Matthew’s Gospel'’

provides an excellent summary of
the various, characteristic compositional and literary techniques that the author uses to tie his narrative
together. Some of these were identified through redaction-critical studies and some more recently through
the application of “narrative criticism.”

1. Repetition of Formulas

a. The writer uses them to identify sets of materials scattered throughout his narrative,
e.g., formulaic introduction to the ten OT citations. He concludes five of the
discourses with “it so happened that when Jesus had finished these words....”

b. Repeated formulas unite sections within a segment, e.g., beatitudes, “you have heard
that it was said to the people of old....But I say to you”; the woes in Matt.23, or the
formula introducing parables in Matt.13 “the kingdom of heaven is like.”

c. Six uses of the expression (beginning in 8:12) “there will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth.”

2. Framing (symmetrical paralleling of events)

a. The call by Jesus for people to follow him (8:18-22) and his call to Levi/Matthew

(9:9-13) frames the section on miracles in 8:23-9:8 that comments on what

discipleship entails.

17 John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew. NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 23-29.
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b. Perhaps in the Passion Narrative (26-27) framing plays a significant part in the way
the author seeks to help the readers understand what is happening.
3. Chiasm — symmetrical framing of diverse elements around an emphasized centre.
a. 1:1,17 — order of genealogical elements (ABC — CBA).
1. V.1 —“Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham
ii. V.17 — “From Abraham to David, from David to the exile, from the exile to
the Christ.
b. Jesus’ arrival in and departure from Galilee (3:13; 4:12) — frame Jesus’ preparation
for his ministry.
4. Parallelism
a. The denial by Peter (26:20-25, (30)31-35) and betrayal by Judas (26:47-56, 69-75 are
set in parallel.
b. The use by John and Jesus of the same words to summarize their message (3:2; 4:17).
c. Sometimes the parallels are not perfect.
5. Internal Cross-referencing by means of language echoes
a. The introduction of the term maporouBavety in the temptation narrative may cross-
reference the antithetical parallelism between Joseph and Herod, where the term first
occurs.
b. There seem to be several cross-references linking 2:22-3:2 with 4:12-17
6. Theme-setting episodes
a. 9:14-17 seems to provide a set of themes that are further elaborated in the entire
subsection 9:14-33.
b. The thrust towards Jerusalem is introduced in 16:21 and then emphasized in 17:22;
19:1 and 20:17, until Jesus enters Jerusalem in 21:11.
7. Sectional overlaps
a. Often sections are clearly ended and new ones begun. However, sometimes material
seems to overlap. For example 2:22-3:2 both ends the Infancy narrative and
introduces the ministry of John and Jesus.
8. Dramatisation
a. Matthew prefers to tell his story through the words of his characters, rather than their
actions, in comparison to Mark, for example. Matthew abbreviates narratives but
does not seem to abbreviate the words of his characters. For example, he narrates one
additional prayer of Jesus in Gethsemane (26:42) and in 26:72 he records one

additional denial by Peter.
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b. The words of Judas add drama in 26:15.
c. Parables also contain an unusual amount of conversation.

Along with these more formal, literary structures and techniques, we must also consider such
narratological features such as how characters function and are defined, the nature of the plot and how it
unfolds, the use of time and place (chronological and geographical space), and the way the whole story
fits together. All of these are in the service of the rhetorical intention of the writer — what is he seeking to
persuade his reader/listener to do in response to this story? And, what clues does the writer provide in his
editorial materials to help us identify this rhetorical purpose?

Interpreting Matthew Today

In my opinion we need to explore the meaning of Matthew’s Gospel at three levels:

1. What did Jesus say and do and how were these messages and deeds understood by Jewish
people in Palestine in the first part of the first century CE?

2. What did Matthew, presumably one of the apostles, want to communicate about Jesus and his
significance through this narrative to first century Jewish Christians and non-believing Jews?
Presumably his writes during the turbulent, tragic years of the Jewish-Roman War and the
destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple. He writes to explain what God is doing in and
through these events, all tied in some way to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Messiah.

3. What does the Holy Spirit want to communicate to us who are Jesus followers today and how
do we understand this message accurately as we navigate the great cultural differences
between the social context of this Gospel and the 21* century context of our respective
cultures?

None of these questions are easy to investigate or answer, but they are the necessary questions we have to
consider if we are going to understand the meaning of Matthew’s narrative for God’s people today.

Key Theological Themes

While these themes are not exclusive to this Gospel’s narrative, they do seem to receive some
emphasis in the way the narrator has arranged his materials.

1. Salvation History — the place of Jesus in the plan of God for his people. The initial genealogy in

Matthew 1 segments God’s dealings with his people into four eras — Abraham to David, David to
the exile, the exile to the Messiah, the Messiah to the “end of the age.” The narrative is set within
the junction that is occurring between the third and fourth eras. This fourth era is the last one in
human history and will end when the Son of Man returns. The coming of the Messiah inaugurates
this final era and puts an eschatological cast on the whole narrative — one that emphasized

fulfillment and consummation. Within this final era, salvation for Israel and for non-Jews is
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defined in terms of human response to the Messiah and the significance of his life, death, and
resurrection.

Faithfulness of God/Yahweh (righteousness). Matthew’s understanding of God is essentially

Jewish — monotheistic, creator, covenant-making, salvation-giving. Yet this God holds every
human being accountable. Matthew emphasizes this accountability more than any other of the
Gospels. God intends his rule to gain expression within human history as his people are formed
and live in obedience to him. While evil is nurtured and promoted by Satan in order to thwart
God’s plans, God has the wisdom, power and intention to destroy him and those associated with
him. In all of this, God has revealed his plans to humanity and shows himself faithful and
trustworthy in keeping his promises. Finally, Matthew expresses a clear sense that while God is
one, he is still Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Jesus — Messiah, King, Son of God. The central character in Matthew’s Gospel is Jesus. As

argued earlier, Matthew basically follows the literary convention of Biot, ‘Lives’, as he structures
his narrative. The advent of Jesus is in response to the promise in the OT prophets. Angels
announce his birth and protect his life. John the Baptist, the last and greatest of the OT prophets,
blazes the trail for this Lord, calling Israel to repentant discipleship. Jesus’ words and deeds
reveal clearly his intent to establish “my assembly,” based upon a radical obedience to God and
trust in the Messiah’s sacrificial death for forgiveness and reconciliation with God. In the last
Passover Jesus declares that the cup “is my blood of the covenant which is poured out for many
for the forgiveness of sins” (26:28). The Messiah introduces the presence of God — his will and
his authority — into the human domain in a fresh, radical way. The value of a person’s life will
now be measured by his or her response to the Messiah and his message. We will seek to discern
in what ways Matthew defines Jesus as “God.”

The People of God. The era that precedes that of the Messiah is defined as “from the exile to the

Messiah.” In the last several decades the works of N.T. Wright have challenged us to read the
actions and words of Jesus as producing the spiritual return from exile that Israel had not yet
experienced, even though physically it occupied Palestine. As Messiah, he offers the restoration
that Israel’s prophets had promised, but which had not yet occurred in the glorious terms with
which they described it (e.g., [saiah 40). There is no doubt that Matthew regards the coming of
Jesus as fulfilling the prophetic program offered by Isaiah. However, as Wright himself argues,
Jesus’ presentation is doubly anti-revolutionary. He challenges the nationalistic vision of a
restored and dominant Israel, no longer subservient to Rome, and which projected an anti-Gentile
bias, as well as incorporating violent responses. As well, he challenges the political agenda of

Rome, as in some sense presenting the divine plan for humanity. Rather Jesus presents his own
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revolutionary program, centred on the concept of the Kingdom of God. He offered liberation from
Satan’s evil control and an opportunity for Israel to recover its role as God’s covenant people. But
in reformulating the people of God, Jesus offers a much more inclusive vision that incorporates
Jews and non-Jews, and redefines the moral basis for this people’s way of life. As Jesus says in
Matthew 16, “I will build my assembly and the gates of Hell shall not stand against it.” The
Beatitudes outline the blessings that the Messiah’s people will experience. Discipleship becomes
the model by which the Messiah’s people operationalize their commitment. An apocalyptic
worldview undergirds the Messiah’s vision for a new people. His vision is for a people of God
that no longer use temples, sacrifices, or priests.

5. Kingdom ethics. Much of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew’s Gospel explains the radical values that
define discipleship. Jesus’ ethics are quite subversive, overturning or inverting commonly
assumed human values within the Jewish and the Greco-Roman social realities. While the Law of
Moses is important, it is redefined by Jesus and no longer is the touchstone by which the
Messiah’s people are identified. Nowhere is this more evident than in Jesus’ discussions about the
nature of leadership within his assembly. He models this paradigm through his own willingness to
pursue the will of God even though it meant his own terrible suffering and death. God’s
righteousness is more important than personal privilege, glory or wellbeing. The essential life-
principles that Jesus expresses coincide with the two great commands, and a third that he adds in
Matthew 28:19-20.

6. Israel and the Missio Dei. The Jewish focus within Matthew’s narrative is evident. He makes a

conscious effort to explain that the coming of Jesus as Messiah marks a fundamental change in
the way God is relating to historic Israel. The privileged position is ending. All peoples will now
have the opportunity to experience a covenant relationship directly and personally with
God/Yahweh and participate in his Kingdom program, i.e., carrying forward the mission Dei in
this age, as per the Great Commission. In my view the believing remnant of Israel, the people of
God, is subsumed within the Messiah’s new assembly, i.e., within the Kingdom. We get no hint
from Matthew, in my view, that ethnic Israel retains any special place in God’s program, other
than the opportunity to participate in the new Messianic assembly, just like any other human
being. Conversely, the strongest warnings about divine judgment that Jesus gives in Matthew
narrative are to the leaders and people of Israel, should they reject what God is doing in the
Messiah Jesus. The language of imminent judgment occupies a significant place within
Matthew’s Gospel, because it occupied a significant place in Jesus’ teaching.

We might add other elements, but these will suffice for an initial orientation. As Stephen

Westerholm argues, “Although Matthew has written an inexhaustible text, readers from the first century
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until our own have derived the same basic message from his Gospel: Jesus...is a fit object of devotion

and discipleship.”'® Matthew writes so that we will know why this is the case.

A Proposed Outline of Matthew’s Narrative

1. The Birth and Preparation of Jesus, Messiah (1:1-4:16)
a. Birth and Childhood (1-2)
b. Preparation for Jesus’ Public Ministry (3-4:16)
2. Public Ministry in and around Galilee (4:17-16:20)
a. Introduction to Public Ministry (4:17-25)
b. Jesus’ Teaching on Life in the Kingdom (5:1-7:29) [Discourse: Sermon on the

Mount]
c. A Selection of Jesus’ Miracles (8:1-9:34)
d. Parallel Ministry of the Disciples (9:35-11:1) [Discourse: Discipleship]
e. Varying Response to Jesus’ Messianic Activity (11:2 — 12:50)

f. Jesus’ Teaching in Parables (13) [Discourse: Parables]
g. Varying Responses to Jesus’ Teaching and Miracles (13:54-16:20)
3. Private Ministry in Galilee: Preparing the Disciples (16:21-18:35)
a. Teaching on Jesus’ Mission (16:21-17:27)
b. Teaching on Relationships among the Disciples (18:1-19:2) [Discourse: the
Messiah’s Assembly]
4. Ministry in Judaea (19:3-25:2)
On the Way to Jerusalem (19:1-20:34)
b. Arrival in Jerusalem (21:1-22)
c. Controversies with Jewish Leaders (21:23 — 23:39) [Discourse: Woes against the
Religious Leaders]
d. Jesus’ Teaching about the Future (24:1 — 26:2) [Discourse: Destruction of Jerusalem
and the Return of the Son of Man]
5. The Death and Resurrection of Jesus (26:3-28:20)
a. Preparation for the Passion (26:3-46)
b. The Arrest and Trial of Jesus (26:47-27:26)
c. The Crucifixion of Jesus (27:27-56)

18 Stephen Westerholm, Understanding Matthew. The Early Christian Worldview of the First Gospel (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2006), 14.
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d. The Burial and Resurrection of Jesus (27:57-28:20)"

19 Taken largely from R. T. France, Matthew. Tyndale New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1985), 63-67. There is some borrowing from Turner's outline (David Turner, Matthew. Baker Exegetical
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008).
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The Birth Narrative (Matthew 1-2)

The four canonical Gospels begin in diverse ways and each starting point is linked to the essential
purpose of that respective Gospel. Matthew’s Gospel begins with a genealogy based in Jewish history,
dividing it into four segments, and then flows immediately into details surrounding the family and birth of
Jesus Messiah. Matthew, more than any other Gospel, makes explicit the intimate connection that Jesus
has with previous Jewish history, expressing a deep sense of fulfillment, and prepares us for the critical
role Jesus will play in inaugurating the final and most important segment of that history. Matthew
demonstrates great boldness in making these claims towards the end of the 60’s. At the very point when
Jewish nationalism is reaching boiling point and eschatological expectations are heightened, Matthew
declares that all this ferment within Judaism is misdirected, evidence of rebellion against Yahweh, and
ultimately destructive. Jesus as Messiah is the central feature in God’s future for his people and there is a
cause-effect relationship between his treatment by Jewish religious leaders and the tragic events
culminating in the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple.

If Matthew’s Gospel has a prologue, i.e., a preparatory section introducing key themes and
motifs, it probably is chapters 1-4. In these chapters the writer introduces us to Jesus as Messiah and key
character, grounds his narrative in the OT story, indicates God’s protective support of Jesus, recognizes
the reality of new revelation from God, speaks about “righteousness” (a key concept), identifies the
opposition that Jesus will face (Satan), and describes how Jesus inaugurates his mission with the
assistance of the Holy Spirit.

The first sentence of Matthew’s narrative really says it all. He identifies Jesus as “the Messiah,
son of David, son of Abraam.” These names and titles insert us directly into the worldview within which
Matthew’s narrative operates. It is essentially Jewish. But by using the term “Messiah” Matthew asserts
(to any Jew who would care to read or listen) that this person Jesus occupies a very special place in God’s
plans for the Jewish people and comes to inaugurate a whole new era of blessing for the covenant people
in fulfillment of Yahweh’s promises. This word “Messiah” by itself launches us into an eschatological
frame of reference that shapes everything that Matthew presents in his story. However, it is an
eschatology quite different from that commonly understood among the various sects in first century

Judaism.

The first two words of Matthew’s Gospel, “book of origin” (BiBAoc yevécewc),? represent the

same formula used in Greek Genesis 2:4 (‘this is the book of heaven and earth’s origin” attn 1| BifAog

20 Examples of this use of BifAog or cognates within Judaism to introduce a book/scroll in connection with a
genealogy are quite frequent. Consider Nahum 1:1 (“An oracle concerning Nineveh. Book (BiAiov) of the vision of
Nahum of Elkosh™); Tobit 1:1; Baruch 1:1; 2 Esdras 1:1-3.
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yevéoewc ovpavod kal yiic) and 5:1 (“this is the book of humans’ origin” attn 1 BifAog yevéoewg

avOpmmwv). In these instances the phrase seems to mean “this is the book of the history/origin of heaven
and earth” and “this is the book of the history/origin of human beings” (consider the use of yéveoic in
Exodus 6:24-25 describing the ancestral history of some groups in the Levi tribe). Of course, the name
for the Greek translation of the first book in the Hebrew canon was fixed as “Genesis” (I'éveoig) several
centuries before Matthew was writing. So on both counts it is probable that Matthew is purposeful in his
choice of terms and wants his readers to reflect on the significance of Jesus’ birth in relation to Yahweh’s
purposes for the creation of the world and humanity. Perhaps even Matthew would have us consider
Jesus’ birth the start of a new creation (cf. Paul’s language in 2 Corinthians 5:17). We need to hear these
echoes as we begin this Gospel (cf. John 1:1-3 and the interplay of the Word’s presence and involvement
in creation).

We also note that the word yéveoig appears again in v. 18 (“the origin of Jesus Messiah” tod 6¢
‘Incod Xpiotod 1 yéveoig). In this context the term plainly means birth/origin. This would suggest that
Matthew’s first words should also lead us to consider this narrative as “the book of the birth/origin of
Jesus Messiah.” Matthew also follows his initial verse by a genealogy and yévecewg certainly can have
this significance — “the book of the genealogy of Jesus Messiah.” Perhaps Matthew intends his readers to
keep all three elements (the intertextual resonances with the origin of creation and the name of the first
book in the Jewish scriptures, as well as the reference to genealogy) in view as his narrative begins. These
words function as the title for the entire narrative, as well as the introduction to the birth narrative of Jesus
and the genealogies it contains.

What kind of “book” would Matthew write? Probably a scroll. Larry Hurtado’s recent The
Earliest Christian Artifacts*' gives the quantitative evidence for literary printing materials that have
survived from the first and second centuries of our era. Scrolls predominate in the first century. However,
in Christian materials the codex soon became predominate and this as early as the second century. If
Matthew’s narrative first appeared as a scroll, then this would control to some degree how long his
narrative could be, before he would have to split it into two volumes (as Luke-Acts). The earliest
unambiguous evidence for a four Gospel codex is Papyrus 45 (Chester Beatty) 45, dated to ¢.250 CE. All
Gospel codices dated to the 2- early 3rd century appear to contain only one Gospel (p52* John, p66 John,
p77 Matthew, p90 John, p103 Matthew, p104 Matthew)>. However, the order of the Gospels in the major
codices, with the exception of D, begin with Matthew (A, B).

2! Larry Hurtado. The Earliest Christian Artifacts. Manuscripts and Christian Origins (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans. 2006), 451f.

22 ‘p52° means ‘papyrus #52’ in the catalogue of papyri that contain New Testament Greek texts.

2 Ibid., 72.
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The three proper names Matthew mentions in 1:1 create a chiasm with respect to the actual
outline of the genealogy in 1:2-17/18. Both David and Abraham were recipients of explicit promises from
God that were significant messianically for first century Jewish groups and that for Matthew and other NT
writers find their fulfillment in Jesus as Messiah. Through Abraham God promised to bless all the
families of the earth (Gen. 12ff). Paul sees the gift of the Holy Spirit to Gentile believers as the fulfillment
of this promise (Galatians 3:7-14). In the case of David God promises (2 Samuel 7:11-16) to build an
eternal dynasty through him and this promise is transformed in the OT prophets into references to the root
or branch of David/Jesse who would come and restore salvation to Israel (e.g., Jeremiah 31-33). In both
cases God makes covenant promises. In Jesus as Messiah God will make new covenant promises. That
Jesus is a descendant from Abraham defines him ethnically as a Jewish person. That Jesus is a descendant
of David makes him eligible to fill the Messianic role.

But Matthew also defines Jesus as Messiah. Perhaps this is the most astounding information that
Matthew presents in the title to his narrative. In many ways his narrative, as Mark’s Gospel does, seeks to
explain how a person executed as a political criminal by the Romans through crucifixion, rejected as a
false-messiah by the Jewish religious establishment, and disinterested in restoring Israel’s political
fortunes and liberating Israel from Roman subjection, is nevertheless the Messiah of God. Jesus’ presence
brought no release for Israel from Roman subjugation; it did not propel Israel into the position of world
dominance; Satan remained active. So if these elements that were central to most Israelite messianic
expectation had not occurred through Jesus, and Jesus had been executed, how could he be the Messiah
God had promised? It did not make sense to many in Israel. As Paul says, "Christ crucified" trips up
Jewish people — it promotes apostasy in the view of traditional Jews. They have great difficulty seeing in
Jesus their promised Messiah. Yet this is the central claim that Matthew makes. In so doing it makes his
writing essentially Jewish, particularly as it is joined with the figures of Abraham and David. When you
compare the initial segment in Mark, you note that Jesus is defined as “Messiah, Son of God” ["son"
language also in Matt. 2:15; 3:17; 4:3] and the content of his story is “good news.” Maybe for Mark’s
purpose this is all the genealogy Jesus needs.

Matthew makes a point of using the term “Messiah” (Xpiotdg christos) in a technical sense. The
double expression “Jesus Christ” only occurs in v.1 and in 16:21 (but there is textual variation in this
context). According to 1:16 Jesus is “the one called the Messiah,” an expression repeated in 27:17, 22. So
obviously christos (Xpiotog) has a specific sense. Normally people would not be given this designation.
Josephus, in his writings, uses this same expression. Its historical usage in Matt. 16:16 by Peter (and

Jesus’ response in v. 20) may be the reason why Matthew employs the double expression in 16:21.
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1:2-17 — Genealogy

In his stylized, condensed overview of Jewish history in the form of a genealogy, Matthew places

Jesus in the context of God’s historical dealings with His people. He focuses on the beginning with
Abraham, the Davidic establishment of the Kingdom, and the disaster of the exile. Matthew does not
mention Moses or any of the prophets in his survey. However, he is careful to do several things:

a. He structures each era into segments of 14 generations (cf. v. 17). This is somewhat stylized
in that some generations are omitted in some sections. We find similarly structured
definitions of historical eras or ages (aic®v) present in apocalyptic literature. Such conventions
speak to the orderly nature of God’s planning for his people, as well as the limitation of
current evil. The presumption is that the era of the Messiah is equally ordered by God and
will have a specific conclusion — “the end of the age” (1 cuvteieia Tod aidvog 28:20), when
the Messiah returns a second time, a phrase that is of particular importance to Matthew
(13:39,40,49; 24:3 - only elsewhere in NT at Hebrews 9:26 where the plural “ages” (aidvaov)
is used). This is apocalyptic terminology (as in Greek Daniel 8:19; 9:7; 11:35,40; 12:4,7 and
the Second Temple, Testament literature Zeb. 9:9; B. 11:3; Levi 10:2; R. 6:8) and it signifies
the end of time, often with the sense of completion. Matthew is careful to state in Jesus’
words that the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple will not mark the end (téhog 24:6).

Some suggest that the number fourteen (generations) is arrived at from the combination
of the letters in David’s name — Hebrew d + w + d=4 + 6 + 4 = 14. We do know from
other Jewish apocalyptic writings of that era that some were intrigued with the patterns of
numbers related to chronology and names. Daniel for example talks about seven weeks of
years (= 490 years). However, if this is the source of Matthew’s scheme of 14, then he
has not made much ofit.

b. The contents of the genealogy are found in genealogies in the Greek Old Testament (e.g., 1
Chronicles 1-3), plus records that Matthew must have had access to for the post-exilic period.
The fact that Joseph knew he had to return to Bethlehem for purposes of revising the taxation
lists (census), indicates that some Jews at the time of Jesus were aware of their family
histories.

Normally Jewish genealogies do not mention the mother, yet Matthew incorporates four
women into this genealogy. Two are certainly gentiles (Rahab — Joshua 2 and Ruth — Ruth 1-
2). Tamar may also be Gentile. Jubilees 41:1-2 and Test. Jud. 10:1-2 say she is “a daughter of
Aram.” Judah had married a Canaanite woman, Shua, (Gen.38:2) and Er was their son. Since
Uriah was a Hittite (2 Sam. 12:9; 1 Kings 15:5), it is quite probable that Bathsheba too was a

Gentile. So one of the reasons for naming these four women might be to indicate how God
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had incorporated gentile blood into the Messianic ancestry. This in turn indicates God’s
intention to incorporate the Gentiles into the Messiah’s new assembly. However, each of
these women also have rather irregular relationships with men and yet the progeny of these
relationships become integral links in the Messiah’s ancestry. Tamar was Judah’s daughter-
in-law. Before she was married, Rahab was a prostitute. Solomon was born through the
adultery that David commits with Bathsheba. Given the strange and extraordinary nature of
Jesus’ birth through Mary, the inclusion of these women in the genealogy serves to
demonstrate how God works his “strange righteousness” even through such irregular
relationships. We hear nothing about Sarah or Rachel.

In the first segment, Matthew is in essential agreement with Luke’s Genealogy (Luke 3:31-
34). It ends with David who is described as “the King.” Much of this data is also found in the
short genealogy in Ruth 4:18-22. The second segment covers the period from Solomon’s
kingship to the exile (metoikesia (uetokesio) = deportation, a word only occurring here in
the NT). The disaster of deportation is in sharp contrast to the kingship of David that ends the
first segment. Jewish people in the first century discussed what God’s purpose might have
been in the sixth century BCE deportations. Probably this data is taken from 1 Chronicles
3:10-15. Matthew follows the line of Judaean kings, those that ruled the southern kingdom.
Luke traces Jesus’ ancestry not through Solomon, but through Nathan, another of David’s
sons (3:31). Also in the third period Matthew diverges from Luke once Zerubbabel is named.
Luke has almost twice as many names as Matthew for this segment. However, we have no
OT materials that might be considered a source in this third segment so we do not know how
complete either is or what system they have chosen in forming this part of their genealogies.
The end of the Matthean genealogy is signaled by the use of different wording to describe the
offspring of Joseph — “the husband of Mary from whom Jesus, who is called Messiah, was
born.” (v.16).

There were various stories circulating in Judaism regarding the paternity of Jesus. We
discover these in Rabbinic sources — Jesus Ben Pantera or Ben Pandira, probably a corruption
of the Greek term for virgin parthenos — viog Mg mapBévov (b. Sanh. 67a; Origen, Contra
Celsum, 1:32-33). Matthew uses a passive verb “was generated, conceived, born” £ygvviifn in
v. 16 (8& ¢ &yevviOn ‘Incodc 6 Aeyduevog Xpiotog “from whom Jesus, the one called
Messiah, was born/generated [by...]”) to describe the generation of Jesus, meaning either “be
born” or “be conceived.” Usually the father is subject of this verb. All other forms of this
verb in vv. 2-16 are active. With a passive form the Greek language usually has an implied or

explicit agent. Often in the New Testament when the agent is not named, it is assumed to be

27



divine, i.e., God the Father, Jesus, the Son, or the Holy Spirit. So Matthew in using the
passive may be anticipating the story that is about to unfold. He is interested in the legal
paternity of Jesus, not the physical paternity. But in fact we have the issue of descent
described on two levels — the human ancestry through Joseph into the Davidic line by
adoption, and the divine ancestry through Mary to God. Joseph acknowledges his legal
relationship to Jesus by giving him his name. Matthew certainly believed in the virginal
conception and birth of Jesus.

e. Matthew ends the genealogy by defining Jesus as “the one who is called Messiah.”?* This
takes us back to 1:1 where Matthew had described his narrative as “the book of the
history/birth/genealogy of Jesus Messiah.”? Is christos (Xp1oTtdc) ever a name in Matthew or
always is it to be regarded as a title? Note that in v. 17 it plainly is read as a title “until the
Messiah/christos.” However, what about v. 18 “This is how the birth of Jesus Messiah came
about.” I think that if we translate christos/Xpiotoc as Messiah and do not transliterate it as
“Christ,” then we will discern the proper sense of this word whenever it does occur in
Matthew’s Gospel (17x).%° The double term only occurs in Matthew at 1:1, 18; (at 16:20, 21
textual variants occur and so we do not know for sure what Matthew wrote). So the double
name only occurs in the text surrounding the genealogy in Matthew. But what is Matthew
affirming about Jesus to his readers by using this title? For Jewish people the term “Messiah”
had particular significance, but non-Jewish people would have no context whereby to
understand the significance of a title that meant “anointed.”

f. V. 17 then summarizes the information given in the genealogy emphasizing the connection
between Abraham, David and the deportation to Babylon and the Messiah. While each
segment historically was not exactly fourteen generations, we must ask what Matthew seeks
to communicate through this imposed structure? We should note that Matthew summarizes
frequently in his narrative and this is the first of many instances. It signals the ending and
beginning of narrative sequences.

Both Jewish and Hellenistic narratives about important people often begin with genealogical

information. Perhaps Matthew is communicating that Jesus came at just the right time. It should not have

been a surprise that the Messiah came when he did, given how God had acted previously at specific times

24 The same expression occurs at Matthew 27:17, 22 in the trial scene with Pilate.

25 Josephus (Antiquities 20.200) describes James as “the brother of Jesus who is called Messiah (Incod tod
Aeyopévov Xpiotod).

26 Additional occurrences are found in 2:4 (title); 11:2(title); 16:16 (title); 16:20 (title), 21 (Jesus Messiah — but a
variant reading just has Jesus); 22:42 (title); 23:10 (title); 24:5(title),23(title); 26:63(title), 68(title); 27:17(title),
22(title).
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in Israel’s history. The quest of the Magi may also be linked to this. Why were they looking for the
Messiah’s star at that time? Galatians 4:4 — Jesus arrived “when the fullness of time came.” Those who
linked their lives with the Messiah, appropriated the Messiah’s heritage.

Matthew shows that the Christian movement grows out of the Israelite/Jewish theological
tradition and history. In fact it is the culmination of it and the divinely created conclusion to it. People
cannot understand what Yahweh was doing in Jesus as Messiah, if they are unwilling to read and
understand the Old Testament. Yahweh’s plan to create a people for himself begins in the first chapters of
Genesis. The story enters its final chapter in terms of human history when Jesus comes as Messiah. He
represents the most significant part of God’s plan. We must remember that the Jewish Scriptures became
the Christian Scriptures before any of the New Testament was written. So Matthew is laying claim to this
sacred tradition as Christian. But in doing so, he is doing nothing different from Jesus or Paul (cf. Romans
1:1-7; 16:25-27) and is plainly offering an interpretation of these Jewish Scriptures that is at odds with
that promoted by other Jewish sects of his day.

1:18-2:23 — The Birth and Infancy of Jesus

The narrative about Jesus’ birth and early years comprises several smaller units:

1:18-25 — revelations to Joseph and the birth and naming of Jesus;

2:1-12 — the visit of the Magi when Jesus is about two years old;

2:13-18 — Joseph’s escape to Egypt and Herod’s slaughter of children in Bethlehem;

2:19-23 -- Herod’s death and Joseph’s return to Palestine and settlement in Nazareth.
The primary action in these sections is between Joseph, an angel of the Lord, and Herod. Three times
(1:20; 2:13,19) an angel of the Lord appears to Joseph “in a dream” and gives specific instructions
concerning the birth of the child and its protection from Herod’s plot to kill it. Once a message of warning
is given to the Magi “in a dream” (2:12), but Matthew does not mention an angel. So God is very engaged
in the advent activities to protect Joseph, Mary and the child Jesus, and the Magi.

We might consider why these four stories were selected by Matthew for inclusion in his narrative.
Luke’s Gospel indicates that other stories were circulating (e.g., shepherds, parallels with John’s birth,
etc.). If the author knew of these stories, then his selection of these four must in his view be more
pertinent to his purposes than other stories of Jesus’ birth and early years. Perhaps the linkage between
specific OT prophecies and these events is the critical issue. Or perhaps he is emphasizing the opposition
to Jesus entrenched in Jewish leadership circles, as well as parallels with prior Jewish leaders, e.g.,
Moses. Or he may be emphasizing that Herod, despite any pretensions he might have, is certainly not the

Messiah.
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In the OT the divine agent who leads Israel through the Wilderness is the “angel/messenger of
Yahweh/Lord?’" (Mt.1:20). The Psalmist declares that “the angel of Yahweh encamps around those that
fear him.” This heavenly agent also announces special births in Genesis 16:7 and Judges 13:3. We also
meet this figure in Matthew 28:2 at the empty tomb, again delivering a message that explains and
encourages.

In both Jewish and Hellenistic culture divine messages were believed to come through dreams or
visions. In the OT God speaks to pagan rulers such as Pharaoh and Nebuchadnezzar in dreams, and then
sends a Jewish prophet to interpret the significance of these dreams. Consider also Job 33:15-17. In the
case of Joseph and his dreams, Yahweh sends a heavenly agent to do the explaining.

The parallels between this account of Jesus’ birth and infancy and the stories of Moses’ birth are
quite striking (cf. Josephus Antiquities 2:205ff). We do not know how widespread these ideas about
Moses were at the time when Matthew was writing, but Josephus seems to assume they are accepted
elements of Moses’ story. If this is the case, then Jewish people hearing or reading Matthew’s narrative
would be struck by the parallels and be led to ask whether Jesus is in fact a new Moses. God forecasts to
Moses’ father the birth of the child, his role in delivering Israel, and assurance that Pharaoh’s attempts to
kill all new-born male Hebrew children would not destroy Moses.

Within this section we also find the first set of formula quotations (1:22-3; 2:5b-6, 15b-c, 17-18
and 23b). Each narrative segment contains one and assures the reader that these events are unfolding
precisely as God intended. He is not caught by surprise or thwarted by human wickedness. There is a
significant juxtaposition of new divine revelation in dreams, with previous divine revelation in Scripture,
but they are implicitly coherent. These quotations:

a. explain Jesus’ birth as a virgin birth and his significance is defined in the name “Emmanuel”

(1:23 = Isaiah 7:14). It is unclear whether this quotation is part of the angel’s message or an
editorial comment by the writer;
b. explain the place where the Messiah is born as Bethlehem (2:5b-6 = Micah 5:2) and his role
to “shepherd God’s people, Israel”;
explain the escape to Egypt (2:15b-c = Hosea 11:1);

d. explain the killing of the infants in Bethlehem (2:17-18 = Jeremiah 31:15);

e. explain the reference to Jesus being a ‘Nazoraios’ (2:23b = ?? Judges 13:5,7; Isaiah 11:1;
53:2).

Matthew characterizes Joseph as being just (in the sense of acting in accord with the

covenant/Law of Moses), gracious, deliberate. He is contracted to be married to Mary. While not yet co-

27 The Greek term k0Opiog (Lord) translates the proper name of God (Yahweh) in the Greek translation of the Old
Testament.
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habiting, legally they were considered married (Deut. 22:23-27) and so divorce and widowhood were
potential implications of this state. In v. 19 Joseph is called Mary’s “husband (6 évrp avtiic).” During the
period of betrothal the woman was the responsibility of her father. Note the initial statements about the
role of the Holy Spirit (vv. 18, 20).

The word translated “came together,” i.e., became sexually intimate (v.18), may also have the
sense of “set up house together.” It indicates that no sexual relations had yet occurred between Joseph and
Mary. It is Mary’s pregnancy in this period prior to sexual relations with Joseph that creates the problem.
Because he respected the Law of Moses, Joseph considered divorce to be the necessary and ‘right’
(dikaios dikaroc) action. Joseph could do this in a very public way, using methods of public trial to accuse
Mary and seek redress through divorce. This would make Mary an ‘example’ (deigmatisai Ssrypaticon)®®.
Or, it seems he could write the bill of divorce himself, have it signed by two or three witnesses (lathrai
AaOpa = quietly). After” he had reflected (enthyméthentos évOvpmBévtoc)™ on these options, an angel of
the Lord appears to him. Given other uses in Matthew’s Gospel (9:4; 12:25) there may be the sense that
Joseph’s thoughts were leading him in a wrong direction and so God sends the heavenly messenger to get
Joseph moving in the right direction.

Mary is described (v. 18b) as “being pregnant from Holy Spirit.” This language is repeated in the
quotation from Isaiah in v. 23. Whether Joseph knew about the role of the Spirit in this process is unclear
from the narrative, but it is a reasonable presumption that Mary, as the pregnancy is discovered, would be
called upon to give explanation. Regardless, Matthew wants his readers to be well aware of this reality.
Matthew does not go into details about the role of the Spirit in this process. For God to be involved in a
miraculous birth is well known from the OT (cf. Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac). But in those cases the
normal processes of human procreation are employed. Here, the role of the Spirit seems to suggest an
abnormal process, with no other human agent involved. [Cf. the role of the Spirit in world creation as
described in Genesis 1:2]

Joseph is identified as a Davidid by the angel — Joseph, son of David. This is what the genealogy
has just revealed. The angel’s message acknowledges the ‘fear’ Joseph was experiencing at the prospect

of consummating the betrothal to Mary. He tells Joseph “to take Mary home,” i.e., complete the marriage

28 A rare word only occurring here in the Synoptics and elsewhere in the NT only at Colossians 2:15. Basic sense is
to bring to public notice.

29 Matthew uses an aorist passive genitive absolute construction here, as he does only elsewhere in 2:1, 13, 19. This
serves to link these stories together. These are good examples by which to discern how the action of the aorist
participle is related to the main verb. Note how NIV renders each by a temporal clause “After....”

30 This term is unique to Matthew. The compound dienthymeomai dievBouéopat occurs in Acts 10:19 — Peter
ponders the vision on the rooftop. In LXX it refers to God pondering destruction (Gen. 6:6, 7; Isaiah 10:7; Lam.
2:17) or human beings entertaining wicked thoughts (Joshua 7:21; Isaiah 37:29; Wisdom 3:14). It signifies that a
person is processing information by thinking carefully about it. Cf. Matthew 9:4:12:25 where Jesus challenges
religious leaders who are thinking evil thoughts.
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arrangements, and he does in v. 24, confirming his obedience. This same verb (paralambanein
naparapPavev) occurs also at 1:24; 2:13, 14, 20, 21 (as well as many other times in Matthew). Again it
serves to link these stories together. The angel affirms that Mary’s pregnancy is a divine act — “that which
is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”*' Again the Holy Spirit is named as source of this conception
and since the participle is passive but no agent is made explicit, perhaps again we have a divine passive
structure (cf. v. 18). The angel also reveals the gender of the child, what name Joseph will give to the
child, and why this child is so special (v. 21). I think the angel’s message to Joseph includes vv. 20b -23,
i.e., the quotation from Isaiah. If this is the case, then not all of the OT texts cited as fulfillment texts
originate with the writer of this Gospel.

God often in Scripture assigns names to people, that have some etymological significance.* This
example is unique in that the meaning of the name relates to the future action of this person.*> The name
Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew name Joshua. It is related to Hebrew words meaning salvation or
save. This relates then directly to the child’s prophesied role — “he will save his people from their sins”
(v.21).** Right from the beginning Matthew makes clear that the deliverance Jesus Messiah brings is a
spiritual deliverance (reference to sins), not a political or military deliverance. At the last Passover meal
Jesus says that his blood is “poured out for the forgiveness of sins.” How Jews in the first century
understood the nature of divine forgiveness is not clear. God could forgive and did, but on what basis,
other than general covenant relationship, is not specified. Forgiveness of sins is a key part of John the
Baptist’s message to Israel. The only reference *in specifically pre-Christian literature where forgiveness

of sins is a Messianic activity occurs in 11QMelch. 2:6-8 (a document among the Dead Sea Scrolls):

He will proclaim liberty for them, to free them from [the debt] of all their iniquities. And this
will [happen] in the first week of the jubilee which follows the ni[ne] jubilees. And the day [of
atonem|ent is the end of the tenth jubilee in which atonement will be made for all the sons of
{God} and for the men of the lot of Melchizedek.

The salvation or deliverance Jesus will bring applies to “his people,” i.e., Jewish people, among whom he
finds his identity and purpose, but we cannot ignore the fact that the outcome of his mission will affect all
nations (28:19-20). Perhaps this expression “his people” carries within it a double element, one of which

relates to the inclusion of non-Jewish people within his activities as “his people.”

31 Compare similar angelic messages in Genesis 16:11 “you are pregnant and you will bear a son and you will call
his Ismael, because....” oV v yaotpi &yeig kol Té&N viov Kai KoAéoelg T0 dvopa avtod Topoan, étt... . Compare also
Genesis 17:19; Isaiah 7:14.

32 God’s statement re the servant in Isaiah 43:1 “I have called you by name, you are mine.”

33 Of course, birth oracles will often define that future role, but not the assigned name per se.

34 Forgiveness of sins in Matthew’s Gospel — 9:6,8; 18:12-35; 26:28.

35 It is also mentioned in the Targum to Isaiah 53:4, 6-7, but the date of this material is quite uncertain.
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The first formula quotation is unexpectedly placed prior to its literal fulfillment.>® The previous
directives from the angel, when completed, will fulfill this prophecy. The simple reading of the text
would lead us to assume that this statement of fulfillment and the prophecy that follows were part of the
angel’s message to Joseph, although not all would agree. Only here and in 2:15 does the phrase “by the
Lord” modify “that which was spoken.” Perhaps this emphasizes the coherence between the message
given by the angel of the Lord and the prophecy spoken to Isaiah “by the Lord” centuries earlier. The
Septuagint (Greek) text of Isaiah 7:14 is:

Behold, the virgin shall conceive and shall bear a son and you (singular) will call his name

Emmanuel. (my translation)

0oV 1N mapbévog &v yaotpl €€et kal Té&gTon VIOV, Kol kaAéoelg [Matt. karésovotv] T0 Gvopa

avtod Eppoavouni
The primary change is in the verb “you shall call” to “they shall call.” Perhaps Matthew alters the text in
order to remove any contradiction regarding the previous naming instruction and also to remove the
naming function from Mary, which the singular would require her to do. Or, perhaps Matthew anticipates
that the nations will recognize in Jesus their “Emmanuel.” The wording of this oracle indicates that the
virgin “will be pregnant” while a virgin. The Greek word parthenos nap0évog normally would signify a
young woman who is still a virgin, i.e., never engaged in sexual activity (BDAG).*” The corresponding
Hebrew word ‘a/md does not necessarily imply a woman who is a virgin, but it can be applied to a
woman who was a virgin. This is the only context in the LXX where this Greek noun translates this
Hebrew noun. So mwapBévog is part of the Isaiah text and not a term chosen by Matthew for his narrative.

The oracle as given in Isaiah 7 relates to Ahaz and the birth of a son to him and heir to the throne
(a Davidid). There is no evidence from Jewish sources prior to Jesus that this text was ever given a
messianic interpretation. How it became connected with Jesus and the events surrounding his birth
remains a mystery. My opinion would be that Joseph and Mary shared their experiences of heavenly
visions and these became known to the early Christian community. Jesus himself may also have
reinforced this understanding among his followers (cf. Luke 24:45-49).

»38 comes from Isaiah 8:8, 10. Matthew will

The interpretation of “Emmanuel” as “God with us
pick up this concept several times through his narrative, particularly in 18:20 and 28:20 (cf. 17:17). What
are we to make of this name and its implications for our understanding of Jesus? Does Matthew want us

to equate Jesus with Yahweh? We can perhaps substantiate this as we consider the God-like actions of

36 Usually in Matthew’s narrative such fulfillment statements come at the end of the narrative section as an editorial
comment. Here it is part of the angel’s message and so has to occur within the scope of his message. This also
occurs at 21:4-5 where it is linked with a statement by Jesus in the discourse.

37 Bauer, Danker, Arndt and Gingrich (BDAG), Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 777.

38 Basic motif in the historical books of the OT — God with us is a covenant formulation.
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Jesus in the narrative, the worship that is attributed to him, and statements such as 18:20, which imply a
spiritual presence that supersedes any mere physical reality. Matthew twice has indicated that Jesus’ birth
comes through the action of the Holy Spirit. Whose ‘son’ is born (v. 23)? Is it Yahweh’s, who is
mentioned in v. 22? However, some suggest that such a powerful Christological statement at the
beginning of the narrative is unwarranted. Matthew has a high Christology, but it is cumulative, it is
proposed. So some would argue for a more general sense such as “God is with us,” indicating an
eschatological promise being fulfilled in Jesus. However, in just a few chapters, at Jesus’ baptism, God
speaks and identifies Jesus as “my son, the beloved one” (3:17) and who is the ‘Lord” whose way John
prepares (3:3)? We must remember that Matthew is writing in the mid-60’s of the first century and we
have already had the early Church making profound claims for Jesus as evident in Paul’s writings (i.e.,
Phil. 2:5-11). Regardless of your final decision about this question, Matthew by using this material is
asserting that everything about Jesus comes from God and is entirely in accord with God’s character and
plan. Matthew is quite clear that the idea for the Messiah’s virgin birth is God’s. Probably it is related to
the issue of fallen humanity — the need to distinguish between the first and second Adam, as Paul argues
in Romans 5.

Matthew (vv. 24-25) emphasizes Joseph’s obedience to the angel’s commands and his
commitment to understanding God’s purposes for his son and his significance. The verb “having arisen”
(éyepbeic) describes Joseph’s obedient actions also in 2:13-14, 20-21, both times in response to the
angel’s command. That Joseph had no sexual relations with Mary until the child was born is stated
clearly. However, from other indications in the Gospel narrative, Mary later had other children with
Joseph (cf. 13:55) — at least four brothers and additional sisters (not named). At the risk of sounding blunt,
in my view there is no basis in Matthew, Mark or Luke’s narrative for the concept of Mary’s perpetual

virginity.

The Magi and Herod (2:1-12)

Herod is Herod the Great, the one who rebuilt the temple and who died in 4 B.C. after ruling
Israel as a Roman client king for 33 years (37-4 BC). As Nolland summarizes:
He was a figure of heroic proportions, whose rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple
represented a major feat of ancient architecture, but whose rule was tyrannical, ruthless
and cruel.¥
This means that Jesus’ birth happened before 4 B.C. If Herod killed infants two years of age and younger

in an attempt to murder the baby Jesus, and if the Magi had to travel to Jerusalem for some time ‘from the

39 John Nolland, 108.
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east’, then Jesus was perhaps born around 6 B.C. At this point Herod’s rebuilding of the temple precinct
would have been in full swing, with the new temple precinct itself probably dedicated five to ten years
previously.

How does Matthew characterize Herod? He calls him °‘the king’ several times (vv. 1, 3, 9). It is
only implied that he is king of the Jews because he is resident in Jerusalem (v. 3). We get a sense of his
ruthlessness as he schemes to kill the infant Jesus, first through the Magi and then, when God prevents
that from happening, through the slaughter of young babies in and around Bethlehem. Matthew also
implies that Herod has some awareness about the messianic expectations within Judaism. He knows about
prophecies related to this figure and realizes that they are found within the Jewish scriptures. If Herod
knows that Jesus has messianic claims, then why does he seek to kill him? Is this merely a political act,
the removal of someone who according to Jewish prophesy would sit upon the throne of David, the one
that Herod thought he possessed? Had Herod attempted to appropriate to himself the messianic mantle by
rebuilding the temple, i.e., acting like a new Solomon? Is it part of his political scheme to position himself
as the new David? Herod the king died, but there was no resurrection for him.

The Magi originate in the “East” (dno dvatoAdv v. 1), a very general geographical indicator
which could be Arabia, Babylon or Persia. While the term pdyot has various connotations in antiquity,
including a member of the priestly caste of the Medes and Persians (Zoroastrians) who were known for
their ability to interpret dreams, magician, deceiver, astrologer, or oriental sage. In Matthew’s story, given
their connection with the star and its interpretation, they probably are astrologers. Presumably, they are
Gentiles, but we do have some instances of Jews who are named Magi in the NT (Acts 8:9-24: Simon;
Acts 13:6-11; Elymas; Josephus Antiquities 20.142: Atomus). If they are Gentile, then Matthew may be
emphasizing that the best spiritual leadership among the Gentiles comes and does homage to the newborn
Messiah, even though Jewish leadership rejects him (i.e., Herod). Non-Jewish diviners recognize that God
is doing something special at that time. Jewish tradition held Balaam to be a Magos (Philo. Moses 1.276),
a prophet for the Gentiles who also gave the prophecy about the star and the scepter (Numbers 23:7;
Balaam was £§ dpémv an’ dvatordv LXX). In Numbers 24:7 Balaam prophecies that “a star will come
forth (Gvotehel iotpov) out of Israel.”** They come to Jerusalem*' because they have seen the star of “the

king of the Jews/Judeans” (v. 2)** and Jerusalem was the throne city of the Jewish king. The occurrence

40 Perhaps the appearance of the Magi is in itself a fulfillment of prophecy as given in Isaiah 60:3-6 — “those from
Sheba who will come, who will bring to Jerusalem the wealth of the nations, gold and silver, as the glory of the Lord
rises upon her” (cf. Psalm 72:10-11).

41 The verb paraginomai mapaytvopot occurs here and at 3:1 where John the Baptist is introduced and 3:13 where
Jesus is introduced.

42 In the NT the title “King of the Jews” only occurs on the lips of Gentiles. Jews use the expression “King of
Israel.” Cf. the Passion narrative. In Josephus Herod the Great is called the King of the Jews (Antiquities 15.373;
16:311).
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of celestial phenomenon coincident with the birth of a king is known in the Greco-Roman world. Tacitus,
the Roman historian, says that “when a brilliant comet now appeared...people speculated on Nero’s
successor as though Nero were already dethroned” (4nn. 14.22). In the Roman world there was
expectation of a world-ruler who would come from Judea (Tacitus Hist. 5.13%; Suetonius Vespasian 4**).

We could translate the first part of v. 2 in two different ways:

“where is the newborn king of the Jews”

“where is the one who has been born as king of the Jews”

Given the position of the participle before the phrase “king of the Jews,” I think the first is more probably
Matthew’s intent, with the participle functioning as an adjective. The use of the verb tektein téxtewv links
this statement back to the prophecy about Mary’s giving birth (v. 21)

The Magi say they have seen “his star at its rising.” Points of the compass normally do not have
the article (as in v. 1).** So presumably the sense is more linked to the rising of the star. Perhaps this
language reflects that used in Numbers 24:17 of a star rising out of Jacob. In Balaam’s prophecy the star
is the ruler; it does not signal the ruler. However, this might be a splitting of hairs. Qumran documents
indicate that Numbers 24:17 was understood to be a reference to a priestly Messiah (CD 7:18-26).%° As
well there is a similar interpretation in Testament of Levi 18.3.*’ This text in Numbers was certainly at the
center of a lot of speculation at the turn of the era.

The intent of the Magi in locating the “newborn King of the Jews” is to “do obeisance.” The verb
TPooKLVELV in Matthew can mean show reverence towards (4:9,10) and seems to suggest worship when
used with Jesus (14:33; 28:9,17). Whether it has this sense here is uncertain. In Matthew’s Gospel it
means generally to show respect towards by genuflecting. Perhaps there is some ambiguity in its usage
here.

How Herod hears about the Magi’s arrival is not stated, but we know from Josephus that he had
his spies. Because he interprets the Magi’s quest as having Messianic significance and potential threat to
his position, he requires the Jewish experts in the Scriptures — the chief priests and scribes of the people —

to tell him where these Scriptures said that the Messiah would be born. They do not hesitate to identify

43 “There was a firm persuasion that in the ancient records of their priests was contained a prediction of how at this
very time the East was to grow powerful, and rulers, coming from Judaea, were to acquire universal empire. These
mysterious prophecies had pointed to Vespasian and Titus.”

4 “There had spread over all the Orient an old and established belief that it was fated at that time for men coming
from Judaea to rule the world. This prediction, referring to the Emperor of Rome, as afterwards appeared from the
event, the people of Judaea took to themselves.”

45 Blass-Debrunner-Funk, Grammar of New Testament Greek, §253.5, but there are some exceptions to this.

46 «“And the star is the Interpreter of the law who will come to Damascus as is written: Num 24:13 A star moves out
of Jacob, and a scepter arises out of Israel’. The scepter is the prince of the whole congregation and when he rises he
will destroy all the sons of Seth.”

47 The Jewish messianic revolutionary Bar Kosiva changed his name to Bar Kochba, ‘son of the star’.
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Bethlehem, based upon Micah 5:2. However, the text that Matthew uses is not equivalent to the LXX or
the Hebrew text. There seems to be some material inserted from 2 Samuel 5:2, particularly the last clause
about the one “who will shepherd my people Israel.” So we seem to have a conflation of two texts from
Micah 5 and 2 Samuel 5. Composite or merged quotations are said “to be few and far between in rabbinic
sources,”*® but they are frequent in Mark's Gospel. Matthew perhaps interprets the OT materials here
rather than quotes. However, he does not take advantage of the additional information in Micah 5:2ff that
would strengthen his case. Perhaps he thought readers or listeners would take time to reflect upon the
larger context of Micah 5 and 2 Samuel 5 because of his citation of portions from these texts. The
terminology of leadership and shepherding links well with the prior statements that the infant Jesus will
save his people from their sins. While claiming 2 Samuel as a prophetic source sounds odd to us today,
within the Jewish scriptures the books from Joshua to 2 Kings are called the “Former Prophets.”

Herod summons the Magi ‘secretly’, intending to learn accurately the time when the star
appeared. Why is Herod so concerned about an accurate determination of time? He sent them to
Bethlehem, based upon the information he received from the chief priests and scribes. The location of the
child at a specific home in Bethlehem is what Herod wants to learn. He professes a desire to do obeisance
(as the Magi subsequently do), but the continuation of the story puts a very different slant on Herod’s
motives. The star moves ahead and locates itself “over the place where the child was” (v. 9). It is only 6
miles from Jerusalem to Bethlehem and Herod had one of his palace fortresses about 2-3 kilometers from
Bethlehem. The Magi, seeing the star’s position, were filled with great joy. Matthew uses a very emphatic
form here to underline the magnitude of their joy. Could Herod see the star also?

No mention of Joseph occurs in vv. 11-12, rather Mary is the centre of attention. She and the
child are “in the house” in Bethlehem, indicating that time has passed since the birth in the animal
enclosure. The actions of the Magi towards the child are defined as “worship” and “make an offering,
offering to him gifts.” The gifts, given their value as luxury items, reflect the dignity and status they
ascribe to this child and the role for which he was born.

Vv. 13-15 are part of the Magi episode, connected by v.13 — “when they had gone away,” using
the same verb from v. 12 (anechorésan dveymnpnoav). God cares for the new child again through the
angel of the Lord who appears to Joseph in a dream. Matthew uses the first of many historic presents
(phainetai paiveran, v. 13) here. Matthew infrequently keeps these verb tense-forms found in the Markan
material, but often creates his own. Another occurs in v. 19, again following a genitive absolute
construction and incorporating the action of an angel. Whether these verb forms mark a new segment or

rather emphasize the action is disputed.

48 Allison and Davies, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel of Saint Matthew. Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T
& T Clark, 1988), 242. cf. Fitzmyer, The Semitic Background of the New Testament, p. 60-89.
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The flight to Egypt is a common motif in the OT. The best known of these cases would be
Abraham and then the family of Jacob during the famine period, leading to Israel’s captivity in Egypt.
Jeremiah flees to Egypt after the destruction of Jerusalem. So Egypt is both a place of refuge and a place
of slavery. The angel does not tell Joseph how long the period in Egypt will be, but does promise that
when it is time to return, he will let Joseph know. The rationale for staying in Egypt is clearly expressed
in v. 13 — Herod will seek to destroy the child. Perhaps Matthew intends this threat to be a forecasting of
the threat of crucifixion that emerges towards the end of Jesus’ ministry (the verb apolusai (dmoivcar)
also appears in 27:20). Just as the Magi "went away into their country"” at the command of the angel, so
Joseph "went away into Egypt" (v. 14; cf. v. 22 and 4:12-13). The speed of his obedience is indicated by
the fact that he leaves "during night." Perhaps also there is a sense of secrecy in the action.

We encounter another quotation introduced by the fulfillment formula in v. 15. It is Herod’s death
that triggers the next set of events, but before this occurs, Matthew will go back and narrate the slaughter
of the infants by Herod in Bethlehem. The quotation is from Hosea 11:1, but does not seem to be
Septuagintal in wording. One of the key reasons for Jesus’ refuge in Egypt is so that he would follow in
the footsteps of Israel in a typological sense. This quotation focuses on the fact of his coming out of
Egypt, not his descent into Egypt.

LXX: and out of Egypt I have called his children kai €€ Aiybdmtov petekdleca T TEKVA 0OTOD

Matt: out of Egypt I called my son £ Aiyovmtov €kaheca TOV VIOV LoV

Aquila: and out of Egypt I called my son xoi émd Atyvmtov EkGAeoa TOV VIOV OV
Aquila (first century literal Greek translation of the Jewish Scriptures) and Matthew’s renderings agree
with the Hebrew text.*

There is also some hint of this messianic stay in Egypt in Numbers 24:8 (LXX reads “God led
him out of Egypt” (8) after “A man will come forth from his seed” (7)), which precedes the star and
scepter prophecy (Num. 24:17-18). Now Matthew must have known that the Hosea prophecy related in
basic form to Israel. He could read. So we must understand the prophetic note about the Messiah in this
text in relation to the Messiah’s typological repetition of Israel’s experience and that in some sense the
Messiah incorporates within himself all that Israel represents (i.e., corporate son of man figure in Daniel
7).

Also, this quotation provides us with the first occasion when Matthew affirms that the child is

“God’s son” (i.e., my son). Given that Matthew does not quote the LXX version, which does not have this

4 What this agreement between Matthew’s text and Aquila’s translation means is debated. Unfortunately the
manuscript from Wadi Muraba’at of the Twelve Minor Prophets does not contain any materials from Hosea.
However, we might speculate that the writer of Matthew (or his community) had a scroll of the Twelve that shared
characteristics with this revised text, that seems to adapt the LXX text more closely to the emerging MT’s Hebrew
textual tradition.
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text, it would seem that he is being deliberate in his connection of this terminology “my son” with Jesus.
Of course, although the Old Greek translation of Hos 11:1 has ta tékva adtod “his offspring,” referring to
the people of Israel, we do know that in the Old Greek translation of Exodus, Yahweh calls Israel “my
firstborn son.” So there may be some intertextual influences occurring as the writer seeks to bring the OT
texts into a more explicit relationship with Jesus and his role in Israel. In chapters 3-4 Jesus’ role as son
of God will be emphasized even more. Here we see Matthew’s Christology emerging. The singular form
in the Hebrew text suits Matthew’s purposes, as does the term viog.

V. 16 picks up the Magi’s action in v. 12, as they ignore Herod’s request. Herod is angered
because he considers he has been duped or deceived (empaizo éumailm — mocked — cf. 27:3, 24 when
Jesus is mocked; cf. Jeremiah 10:15). Herod’s response was to become “very angry” (thumoo uopow —
frequent in LXX but only found here in NT). Herod’s fury is documented by Josephus and often it
resulted in the death of specific people. He used indiscriminate killing to remove threats to his kingly
power. Estimates of the population of Bethlehem at that time would suggest that probably no more than
twenty children were involved. However horrific this is, it was certainly within the range of what we
know about Herod’s ruthlessness. Rachel’s tomb was in the region around Bethlehem and this prepares us
for the formula quotation that comes in v. 17. The decision to kill infants two years and under is related
back to 2:7 and the accurate information given about the star by the Magi.

In vv. 17-18, because the prophecy is fulfilled by someone who has no intent that his actions are
done to fulfill scripture (i.e., Herod; consider also Judas (26:14-16, 47-50; 27:2-10)), Matthew introduces
the quotation with t6te= then, rather than tva = in order that or 61tw¢ = so that, as he normally does. He
also names the prophet he is quoting — Jeremiah. The quotation is from Jeremiah 31(38Hebrew):15. Only
Matthew in the NT mentions Jeremiah by name (2:17; 16:14; 27:9). The Jeremiah text laments the exile
and captivity of Israelites, even as it anticipates the return and the establishment of a new covenant
(31:31). Perhaps Matthew is regarding the time in Egypt similarly as an exile for Jesus. The death of
infants would similarly reflect the tragic circumstances of the first exile. The text seems to be closer to the
Hebrew text we have, than to the LXX.

Matthew concludes his narrative about Jesus’ birth and infancy (2:19-23) by describing Joseph’s
return from Egypt with his family and their decision to settle in Nazareth. The reference to the death of
Herod in v. 15 is picked up, indicating that the time in Egypt is ending. The angelic messenger returns in
a dream to Joseph, just as he had promised (v. 13). The use once again of the genitive absolute with idou
(i500)* follows the pattern we have seen in 1:20; 2:1, and 13, indicating something surprising. As well, at

1:20 and 2:13 it is used in conjunction with the angel’s appearance in a dream. Matthew also uses the

50 The adverbial interjection occurs frequently in Matthew, but specifically in 1:20, 23; 2:1, 9, 13, 19, and usually is
associated with a divine revelation. Perhaps we might render it “astonishingly, you won’t believe this but.”
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historic present phainetai (paivetar) in v. 19 as he had in v.13, perhaps adding a sense of drama. Further
repetition occurs in the angel’s words as the same expressions used in v. 13 recur. However, this time the
journey is “to the land of Israel.” The plural “those seeking” is surprising since Herod is the only one who
specifically had this motive. However, Matthew may be including the ones who carried out Herod’s
command. There may also be an echo here of the language God uses to tell Moses to return from Midian
to Egypt (Exodus 4:19-20) where we read “all those who were seeking your life are dead.” Joseph’s
obedience mirrors the angel’s instructions almost word-for-word (v. 21).

When Herod died, his kingdom was divided into several sections. Archelaus, one of Herod’s
sons, was assigned to be Tetrarch of Judea, Samaria and Idumea. Josephus says that he began his rule by
slaughtering 3,000 people, in an attempt to quell a disturbance at Passover in the Temple precinct.”!
Joseph had good reason to fear that Archelaus would react just as his father had done.*? Philip was
Tetrarch of Trachonitis and Herod Antipas was Tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. If Judea was ruled out, then
where in Palestine should Joseph settle? Again God intervenes to solve the problem and directs him to
“the regions of Galilee.” He settles “in a city called Nazareth.” The language of v. 22b parallels that used
inv. 12. It seems from the verbal phrase éxel dneAOeiv (to return/go back there) that Joseph heard about
the actions of Archelaus before he left Egypt. His fear then kept him from entering Judea at all. After
receiving the angel’s instruction, he journeyed to Nazareth, avoiding Judea. Although Matthew calls
Nazareth a molg, we should not think he was confused or mistaken because in popular language the
words moAg and koun (village, town) were often loosely applied. Archeological remains would suggest
that Nazareth had a population of about 500 at this time.*

Matthew ends this segment with another formula quotation. The introduction to the quotation is
different from the previous examples in that the word ‘prophet’ is plural and there is no participle
‘saying’, but rather the conjunction 6t (that). This might suggest that Matthew is being a little less
definitive as to source. In fact he may not be quoting but making a general summary that this idea was
expressed in the prophets, but not specifically stated in any one.

It is difficult to discern what is being claimed here. Some argue that Matthew is suggesting Jesus
was a Nazarite, as Samuel or Samson, both of whose births occurred in unusual situations. Allison and
Davis seek to connect this idea with the claim that Jesus is dyloc Tod 0g0d. In the double Greek tradition

of Judges, when the A text reads Nalapaiog Beod, the B text reads dytog tod 0god. They point to a text

3! Josephus, Antiquities 17.213-217

52 Eventually things got so bad that the Jewish leaders complained to Caesar and Archelaus was exiled to Gaul in
6.CE Josephus Antiquities 17.342-44. The Romans appointed their own governor at that point.

33 The proper name of this town occurs in Matthew in three different forms: Noalapét (2:23); Nalapé (4:13);
Noalapéd (21:11). However there are textual variations in each context. The adjectival form Nalapnvog occurs in
Mark and Luke; Nalwpoiog occurs in Matthew, Luke-Acts and John.
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such as Mark 1:24 where again these two ideas occur together, but in relation to Jesus. They also link this
with Isaiah 4:3 “He will be called holy”, suggesting that “Nazirite” = holy, following the description of
the “Branch of the Lord” in Isaiah 4:2. Nolland suggests that this is a ‘tortuous journey’ of exegesis. We
should note that Matthew does not seem to make any use of the category of Nazorite in application to
Jesus in his narrative. Nor does he alone among the four gospels ever call Jesus “the holy one of God” (he
has no equivalent to Mark 1:24).

An alternative is to see reference to the Hebrew word nsr meaning branch or sprout and
sometimes applied to the messiah. If this is the case, then Isaiah 11:1 might be the reference — “There will
come forth from the stump of Jesse and from his roots a sprout (neser) will blossom.” This is a messianic
text and one that would support Matthew’s previous references to Jesus’ Messianic role. Perhaps we
should see some integration between Isaiah 4:2-3 and Isaiah 11:1 as providing the background to
Matthew’s citation.

In each of the formula quotations in Matthew 2 we have place references: Bethlehem, city of
David; Egypt, place of bondage; Ramah, linked with the exile. This might encourage us to see a reference
to Nazareth in the final reference. These places bring forward key events in Israel’s history and link Jesus
in another subtle way with the whole sweep of Jewish history.

What does Matthew then emphasize in this inaugural section of his narrative?

1. Jesus is the Messiah and God takes care to look after him — son of God ontologically and

obediently.

2. The Messiah’s life follows the pattern of Israel’s history — Jesus/Israel typology.

3. Human and Israelite history are about to enter their final stage, which precedes the second

coming of this Messiah.

4. God has a program he is following and human sin cannot destroy it.

5. God revealed the essence of his program in the Old Testament and the birth and nativity of

Jesus can be associated with specific prophecies found in those sacred writings. None of
God’s covenant promises will fail.

6. The opposition to the Messiah and his mission emerges at his birth.
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John the Baptist and Jesus’ Call (Matthew 3-4)

Matthew says nothing about the childhood or adolescence of Jesus, once he returns from Egypt.

In 13:53-58 Matthew divulges some information about Jesus’ family:

Joseph his father is a téxtwv (builder, carpenter)

Mary is his mother and she has additional children

He has four brothers — James, Joseph, Simon, Judas — but is the oldest son
He has sisters

He was resident in Nazareth for these years.

We jump from the time when Jesus was 2-3 years old (2:23; c. 2-4 B.C.E.), to the time of John the

Baptist’s ministry (Jesus is about 30 years old). Luke dates John’s ministry to “the fifteenth year of

Tiberius Caesar” (Luke 3:1). Tiberius became Caesar in 14 CE and so this would mean John began his

ministry around 29 CE. Luke also says that Jesus was himself “about thirty years old when he began his

ministry.” (3:23). If this data is correct and we have no reason to doubt it, then about thirty years have

passed between the end of Matthew 2 and the beginning of Matthew 3. Matthew’s general time reference

“in those days” smoothed over this gap in chronology. We are sometime 26-29 CE.

We find four major stories in this segment:

John’s ministry and message 3:1-12
Jesus’ Baptism by John 3:13-17
Jesus’ Temptation by Satan 4:1-12
Jesus Begins his Ministry in Galilee 4:13-25

Matthew introduces John the Baptist as a new witness to the significance of Jesus. Stories of John

are found at the beginning of each Gospel narrative. Peter (Acts 10:37ff) and Paul (Acts 13:24-25)

mention John in their preaching. Josephus also mentions John the Baptist and his information parallels

that of the Gospels very closely.’* Josephus’ description of John’s teaching is particularly significant:

[He] exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, to practice justice towards their fellows
and piety towards God, and so doing to join in baptism (Bartiou@d]. In

his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism (Bdnticig] was to be acceptable to
God. They must not employ it to gain pardon for whatever sins they committed, but as a
consecration of the body implying that the soul was already thoroughly cleansed by right
behaviour.>

But who is he and why does he introduce us to Jesus in this way?

4 Josephus, Antiquities 18.116-119

53 Ibid., 117.
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Matthew 3:1-12

Matthew tells us five essential things about John. Each of these is foundational to understanding
the significance of Jesus. We also need to discern that John foreshadows in his own ministry many
aspects of Jesus’ ministry. Jesus defines the significance of John in Matthew 11. A similar comparison
occurs in Mark’s Gospel:

e John and Jesus say similar things — 3:2 and 4:17

e They are introduced in a similar fashion — 3:1 and 3:13

e They are opposed by Jewish religious leaders — 3:7-10 and 12:34; 23:33

e They appeal for repentance (11:16-19)

e They act on the same authority, a heavenly authority (21:23-32)

e They are considered prophets by the people — 11:9; 14:5; 21:11, 26, 46)

e They are rejected and executed as criminals through the initiative of Jewish leaders —
14:1-12; 26-27)

e They are buried by their own disciples — (14:12; 27:57-61)

e Luke — miraculous birth for both and somehow related by family.

1. He comes as the herald of God, proclaimer (as defined in the quotation from Isaiah 40:3). The
place of his ministry, the wilderness, is also important. Because of Israel’s history, the wilderness was
viewed in Jewish tradition as the place of eschatological renewal (Hosea 2:14-25; Ezekiel 20:33-38). This
is probably why the Qumran community lived in the wilderness (CD. 8:12-15; 1QS 9:20 “This is the time
for making ready the path to the desert and he will teach them about all that has been discovered so that
they can carry it out in this moment and so they will be detached from anyone who has not withdrawn his
path from all wickedness™). John summons the people to join him in the wilderness, an unusual direction
for a prophet to take. Usually the prophet goes to the people. Various messianic pretenders in the first
century gathered Jewish people in wilderness*® areas in preparation for assault on Roman positions.

2. In vv. 1-3 John comes in fulfillment of the prophecy given in Isaiah 40:3. His message is
distinct and provocative; “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has drawn near.” Matthew’s emphasis is
slightly different from Mark 1:4 and Luke 3:3, but is not contradictory to these reports. He wants to
emphasize the identity between John and Jesus in terms of their message. We will seek to understand
John’s message when we discuss 4:17. Matthew states explicitly that John is “this person who was spoken
of by Isaiah the prophet.” This is a very direct statement of interpretation by Matthew. It is not, however,

a formula quotation because there is no verb of fulfillment present. Isaiah’s prophecy speaks of God’s

% Some hypothesize that John may have had contact with the Essene community at Qumran, that was also located in
the Judean desert just south of Jericho, at the north end of the Dead Sea.
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coming from the wilderness and the imperative for the people to prepare a perfect pathway for him. John
interprets this preparation as a required personal spiritual and moral readiness, which, if neglected, puts
the person in jeopardy of judgment.”’

Mark begins his Gospel narrative with a composite quotation that includes reference to Isaiah
40:3. However, Matthew and Luke both use only Isaiah 40:3 in reference to John. Later in Matthew 11:10
and Luke 7:27 they use the composite version (Mal. 3:1/Ex. 23:20 and Isa. 40:3). The one change that
Matthew makes is to alter “the paths of our God” (Isa. 40:3) to “his paths,” perhaps to make clear the
connection with Jesus. Who is the “Lord” in Isaiah 40:3 and who is the “Lord” in Matthew 3:3? How
does John prepare the way? Perhaps as Jesus reveals later in Matthew, it is because John is the prophesied
Elijah (11:14; 17:11-13; cf. Mal. 3:1f) who calls for repentance and renewal. Matthew reverses the order
in Mark, placing information about John and his message before the prophetic reference.

3. Matthew refers to John with the intensive pronoun (3:4) — a0t0g 6¢ 6 Twévvne — John himself,
making the application of the prophetic reference specific. V. 4 describes the dress and diet of John.
Although Matthew does not use periphrastic imperfects as Mark does (Matthew avoids this construction
for some reason), he nevertheless has imperfect forms of the main verbs — “Now John himself used to
have his clothing from camel’s hair...and his diet was locust...” In this he mirrors Elijah (1 Kings 1:8),
using rough, simple clothing and having a very basic diet. Jesus comments on John’s diet at 11:18,
suggesting that his diet was deliberate. It may also reflect his dependence upon God as a true disciple
(6:25-34; cf. 10:9-10).

Perhaps we should consider vv. 3-4 as a parenthetical explanation marked by the conjunction yap
(for), with 1d1¢ (then) in v. 5 picking up the discourse from the end of v. 2. The response to John’s
message is quite extraordinary. Matthew puts “Jerusalem” first, in contrast with Mark, and uses the name
of the city, rather than referring to the inhabitants. He continues the imperfects in vv. 5-6. The description
of the response to Jesus, 4:24-25 includes these regions, but also incorporates Galilee, the Decapolis and
the people of Syria, a much greater region. Whatever Matthew may describe about later Jewish response
to Jesus, at least in the early stages of his ministry, many Jewish people responded favorably to both of
them.

4. Matthew categorizes John as 6 Bantiotg (the one who baptizes (‘dips, plunges’) and the
ending on this noun normally defines an agent -- the one who baptizes (3:1). What was John’s baptism?
Was it the same as the washings of purification that the Essenes practiced daily? Was it the same as the

washings of purification that the Pharisees observed regularly? Was it essentially cultic in its focus?

57 Isaiah 40:3 was used by contemporary Jewish groups and interpreted in an eschatological manner: 1QS 8:12-16;
Sir. 48:24; Bar 5:7.
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Davies and Allison™® note the following aspects that differentiate John’s Baptism from other Jewish
ablutions:

o [t is something the entire nation is urged to receive

e [t is administered once and for all, not repeated

e [tis for Jews only (inferred from the reference to ‘stones’)

e It has an eschatological referent

o It marks a spiritual commitment, preparing people for what God is about to do.
In Matthew’s perspective baptism,” i.e., immersion, plunging — for ritual purification, primarily
demonstrates repentance and preparation for God’s imminent action. Matthew does not mention
forgiveness explicitly in the context of John’s baptism, as Mark does. It is Jesus who provides
forgiveness. But "confessing their sins" probably implies this. In what other context did Jewish people
confess their sins and for what purpose? This is not usual OT language. Presumably it is linked with
John’s call for people to repent (v. 1). There are some contexts in the OT where sin and guilt are linked to
calls for self-washing (Isaiah 1:16-17; Jer. 4:14). God sometimes metaphorically washes his people (Ps.
51:7-9; Ezek. 36:25-26; Jer. 33:8). What John specifically thought his baptism was doing remains
somewhat difficult to discern. However, the connection with repentance would suggest purification was
central, with a view to preparation for God’s imminent plans, participation in his service, and avoidance
of imminent judgment.*® If ritual washing was an act normally required and completed before entering the
temple to worship God, this would indicate additional significance to this act. Jesus does not focus on
baptism in his ministry, perhaps because the majority of those following him already had responded to
John’s call for baptism. His inclusion of baptism in the Great Commission was necessary because of the
universal call to respond to God. Is the “purification” aspect of John’s baptism still an important element
in meaning of the Christian act of baptism? How does “forgiveness of sins” relate to the experience of
Christian baptism?

5. Up to this point in this chapter Matthew has followed essentially the Markan outline. In vv. 7-

12, however, Matthew incorporates other material, as does Luke (3:7-18). Materials that Matthew and
Luke have in common are usually referred to by the letter “Q” (abbreviation for the German word Quelle

= source). What their source was, whether oral or written, remains unknown. The Q material seems

8 W.D. Davies and Dale Allison, 4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew
Vol. 1,299.

5 The Greek term Bantiopo is transliterated into English as “baptism.” This is not a translation. The Greek term
means “immersion, plunging, dipping” (BDAG, 165). The many pools and migvoth in Jerusalem indicate that this
often was a complete body experience and a well-known ritual practice in Judaism at that time.

0 Some continue to suggest that the model of proselyte baptism by which converts were accepted into the Jewish
community contributed to John’s use of baptism. However, we have difficulty in finding evidence that such
proselyte baptism was indeed practiced at that time.
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essentially to be teachings of Jesus. What the writer of the Matthew narrative may have done is take a
sayings source (perhaps originally written in Aramaic or Hebrew as tradition suggests) and integrated it
with the Markan narrative. It is quite possible that Matthew the apostle may have written the original
sayings source and then subsequently, with the publication of Mark’s account, written the Gospel of
Matthew as we know it, integrating the two different elements.

The Jewish religious establishment “comes to his baptism.” The Pharisees, who are very
prominent in all three Synoptic Gospels, constitute the primary opposition in Matthew’s Gospel to John
and Jesus, aided and abetted by the Sadducees. Josephus tells us that the Pharisees accepted the Jewish
canon, believed in resurrection, sought to live out the priestly requirements of the Torah in daily life, and
followed an oral tradition of Torah interpretation. They were politically more nationalistic than the
Sadducees. Josephus says they believed in divine sovereignty, but also human responsibility. Conversely
the Sadducees controlled the temple cultus, including the priestly functions. They did not believe in
resurrection and tended to be more open to accommodation with Hellenistic ideas, supporting Herod the
Great’s political agenda. They placed much more emphasis upon human responsibility, according to
Josephus. They do not seem to have been particularly excited about eschatological ideas. Matthew (3:7;
16:1, 6, 11, 12; 22:23, 34) pays much more attention to the Sadducees in comparison with Mark (12:18)
and Luke (20:27; Acts 4:1; 5:17; 23:6, 7, 8), who engages them in the post-Pentecost context.®’ Why do
these religious leaders come to John?®? Their interest suggests the tremendous influence that John was
having among the Jewish people and their need to control this. Presumably their motive is judgmental,
given the response John makes. He attacks their unwillingness to repent and truly be willing to support
God’s new action. He accuses them of not wanting spiritual change. Their failure to respond to God’s
initiative in the ministry of John and Jesus will result in divine judgment. God will pass them by and
accomplish His plans through others.

The theme of divine judgment is prominent in Matthew’s Gospel. However, 3:7 is the only
context where the noun describing God’s wrath (4no Tfig peAlovong opyig orges) is used. The cognate
verb occurs in 5:22 (human wrath); 18:34; 22:7 -- divine wrath is portrayed in parables. John says it is
coming or imminent. What does this refer to? Does Matthew see it as forecasting the destruction of
Jerusalem and the Temple, that occurs 30 to 40 years later? If this judgment is coming, what triggers it?
The only way to escape its consequences is by repentance, i.e., responding to Jesus the Messiah. This
requires a fundamental change of heart that results in new behaviour — “fruit worthy of repentance (é&ov

g uetavoiag metanoias)” — including baptism. A refusal to be baptized demonstrates a refusal to repent.

61 Sadducees are not mentioned in John’s Gospel. The term ypapupatedg (scribes) occurs frequently in all three
Synoptics, with one occurrence in John 8:13.

2 Where are the Essenes in this? Are they unaffected by or unaware of John’s ministry? Did any from that Jewish
sect respond?
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John’s image of “the axe already lying at the root of the tree” emphasizes that Yahweh will soon act.*®
Time is of the essence. Jesus also uses the analogy of good and bad fruit/trees in his call for people to
enter the kingdom (7:15-20). Note the use of the adverb “already” (fjon) and the present tense verb forms
— God has already initiated this assessment and judging activity. These people stand at the precipice of
God’s new, sovereign action. A correct response is an urgent, spiritual necessity. It sounds similar to the
situation of the Ninevites at the start of Jonah’s proclamation to them.

John also attacks the supposition that ethnic linkage with Abraham and thereby inclusion in the
covenant promises were sufficient reasons for people to escape God’s judgment. Salvation was not
guaranteed through descent from Abraham.* Note the possible play on words in Aramaic between stones
(ebenim) and sons (banim). If covenantal nomism® was the dominant understanding of God’s
relationship with Jewish people, it was not John’s understanding of what God expected. He challenges
here this fundamental, Jewish orthodoxy, as Jesus will do and Paul after him. He denies that all ethnic
Israel will have a place in the world to come. It is God who defines who is a child of Abraham and this
definition will now include repentance and response to his Messiah, Jesus. Paul takes this up in Galatians
3-4 and argues that non-Jewish Christians are now ‘sons of Abraham’ because of their faith response to
Jesus and the gift of the Holy Spirit. We have to remember that Matthew probably is writing after Paul’s
letters are in circulation.

The fire motif in relation to judgment in Matthew is emphasized (3:11-12; 5:22; 7:19; 13:40, 42,
50; 18:8, 9; 25:41). All of these contexts (except for 18:8, 9) are unique to Matthew.

Vv. 11-12 express John’s understanding of what God is about to do and why repentance is so
critical. “One is coming after me”, he claims (Psalm 118(117):26; Mark 11:9-11). John knows he is not
the Messiah, but only sets in motion events that culminate in the Messiah’s presence. While various
theories are proposed as to John’s reference, the messianic reference is the most likely. The concept of
strength (ischuros ioyvpdc) is associated with the Messiah in Isaiah 11:1-2 and 53:12. This is echoed in
Jesus’ parable (Matthew 12:29) where the strong man is bound. In what ways is Jesus “more powerful”
than John? How does this concept of strength relate to the concept of the “Kingdom of God?”” How does

9 G

Jesus’ resurrection present the final statement of Jesus’ “strength?”” Somehow this is related to his gifting
of the Spirit and his ability to bring judgment, as John continues to declare in his prophecy. To baptize in

Spirit would suggest purification and empowerment and to baptize in fire would suggest judgment. These

63 Consider the parable in Luke13:6-9 of the unfruitful fig tree.

%4 Isaiah 51:1-2 may be the OT background to this image — “Look to the rock from whence you were hewn and to
the quarry from whence you were digged. Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you.” If God could
create the miracle child Isaac, as Abraham’s son, he can create new children in equally miraculous actions.

% For an understanding of what this phrase refers to, see Seyoon Kim, Paul and the New Perspective (Grand Rapids,
Mi.: Eerdmans, 2002), 1-84.
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verses are still addressed to the religious leaders and become then a declaration of God’s intent, a
prophecy that they must consider and not reject. Matthew’s wording in v. 11 is different from Mark’s and
may suggest the image, not so much of loosing sandals, as carrying sandals (bastasai Bactdoar).

There is no apparent tradition in Judaism that the Messiah will dispense the Spirit. He will
certainly be endued with and empowered by the Spirit (Isaiah 11:2; 42:1; 61:1). In what way is John’s
prophecy about Jesus and the Spirit fulfilled during Jesus’ ministry, i.e., through his teaching, healings,
and exorcisms — the evidence of the Spirit’s presence? Or is it only appropriately defined by what
happens at Pentecost and afterwards?

A new image is introduced in v. 12. The winnowing fan is the instrument used to toss the grain
and chaff in the air so that the wind can separate the chaff and grain. It is “in his hand” and so this process
is about to begin. To cleanse® the threshing floor means to clear away all of the chaff so that only the
grain remains. The farmer gathers the grain and stores it, and burns the chaff with “inextinguishable fire,”
an image that emphasizes finality and completeness. According to John, who is doing the gathering? How
does this relate to Matthew 16:18?

John’s message sets up for Matthew the prophetic dynamic that Isracl must face. He is calling
Israel to repent and respond to God’s imminent Messianic initiative. The current Jewish orthodoxy will
not bring salvation to Jewish people. One of the more recent hypotheses about early Christianity and
Judaism is that proposed by N.T. Wright.

Jesus was announcing that the Jewish exile was ending and that he himself was the agent of
Israel’s peculiar return from exile (JVG 126-127). Wright uses the parable of the prodigal son to
argue that Jesus was presenting the story of Israel in terms of exile and restoration. In Jesus’ day
many, if not most, Jews regarded the exile as still continuing. The people had returned in a
geographical sense, but the great prophecies of restoration had not yet come true. The real return
from exile, including the real resurrection from the dead, is taking place in an extremely
paradoxical fashion, in Jesus’ own ministry. Those who oppose place themselves in the role of
the Samaritans, those who oppose the rebuilding of the temple, those who wish the covenant God
were dead.®’

Is John’s message agreeing with this perspective? He did announce that God was re-constituting Israel
based upon repentance, baptism and the acceptance of God’s new work in “the coming one.” He rejects
the ability of current Jewish orthodoxy to accomplish what God wants to do. He acts in the wilderness

and he announces imminent, eschatological activity, particularly judgment — the kingdom of heaven has

come near. Matthew interprets his work in the light of Isaiah 40:3, a prophecy describing Israel’s return

6 Matthew uses diakatharizé Soxofopilm, a verb not found previously in Greek literature, but Luke also uses
diakathairo Soxabaipo (3:17).

7 Materials are taken from Carey Newman (ed.), Jesus and the Restoration of Israel and N.T. Wright, Jesus and the
Victory of God, p. 126-130.
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from exile. Whether John was “collecting people in the Jordan wilderness”®®

might be disputed. He
plainly was offering a remedy for sin that was outside of the normal temple practices. However, return
from exile motifs do not seem to figure significantly in John’s message, even though the quotation from
Isaiah 40:3 includes some of these motifs (i.e., road in the wilderness). Rather than return from exile there
is prophecy about judgment, which seems rather odd if exilic return is the motif. In the Old Testament the

exile was part of God’s judgment against Israel.

Matthew 3:13-17

Matthew marks the beginning of Jesus’ ministry by his interaction with John, the forerunner. He
uses the same verb (paraginetai mopayiveron, historic present) as he did to introduce the Magi (2:1) and
John the Baptist (3:1). Jesus comes from Galilee for the purpose of being baptized by John. There is
specific intentionality in his journey. Why did Jesus desire this? I think it is linked with his response to
God’s calling.” Further, he is affirming the message of John and embracing its truthfulness for Israel.
Jesus wants to be ready for his role in God’s kingdom initiative. Finally, it is the beginning of his role to
“fulfill all righteousness,” (i.e., to bring to fulfillment all of God’s covenant promises and demonstrate
that God keeps covenant and is righteous) so that God’s people can live in right relationship with God.
Jesus has a sense of divine necessity that requires specific action. Matthew uses the imperfect tense to
describe John’s repeated attempts to dissuade Jesus (diekoluen dleKOAVEVY).

We should note the frequent use by Matthew of the adverb “then” (fote téte) to introduce new
sections or new events (over 90x). This is double Mark’s use of his favourite term “right away, then”
(euthus £000¢). His use of this adverb emphasizes the linear, progressive plot line in the Gospel narrative.

How John recognized that Jesus was the designated one, the coming one, is not explained by
Matthew (nor by Mark). Yet, John does, even though later in Matthew 11 he seems to question whether
Jesus is indeed the one. Here John declares his need to receive Jesus’ baptism, i.e., in the Holy Spirit and
in fire (note the repeated preposition en (¢v) in contrast with Mark's syntax, as well as the different
ordering of these statements in 3:11 (as in Luke 3:16-17) relative to Mark 1:7-8). He wants to participate
in God’s kingdom activity as it is inaugurated by Jesus. John recognizes that he is paving the way and he
wants to share in what God will do. He obeys the moral obligation to fulfill God’s will as reflected in the

OT Scriptures.

8 Wright, p. 160.
% In Matthew 20:22ff the writer does not include the reference to baptism as a metaphor of suffering as Mark does,
in Jesus’ response to James and John.

49



Jesus’ first words (v. 15)"° speak to the way their respective missions will enable God’s ways to
be fulfilled. John may not fully appreciate how God’s calling will be carried out in Jesus. His reticence at
baptizing Jesus may reflect a view of messianic propriety that also generates future doubt (Matthew 11;
cf. Peter’s reticence in Matthew 16:20ff). Jesus refuses to be constrained by any Jewish messianic
preconceptions, even those held by John. His struggles to accept how Jesus will fulfill all righteousness
are precisely the same as those experienced by Jesus’ disciples. He assures John that this action is fully
within God’s will — it is fitting for us and carries forward the covenant promises God made to Israel, i.e.,
enables God to be faithful to his promises.

John agrees. Just as Joseph obeys the angel’s revelation, so John obeys Jesus’ revelation.

The actual baptism is described in vv. 16-17. Matthew emphasizes that Jesus "immediately
climbs up out of the water" after his baptism. Is there a note of urgency here? As he is on the shore, he has
a vision directly into heaven, the throne room of God. We are not sure what text Matthew wrote here.
Some texts read “were opened to him,” indicating that Jesus is the primary, if not sole recipient of this
vision. The opening of the heavens occurs in texts describing judgment (Job 14:12; Isaiah 64:1), but it
also describes the reception of a revelation by seers (Ezekiel 1:1; Acts 7:56; Rev. 11:19) and this is
probably its significance here. Jesus saw “the Spirit of God descending as a dove and coming upon him.”
Davies and Allison’' suggest an analogy to creation language (Genesis 1:1-2), with the Spirit, the water,
and the bird imagery being shared. If this is the intent, then God’s actions here may emphasize the new
thing that he is doing and the Messiah’s role as the provider of the new creation. The Spirit was already
present with Jesus at his birth and so his baptism is not the point at which the Spirit comes. Rather, this
signals God’s affirmation of his calling and status and his empowerment for the ministry he is about to
engage, as servant of the Lord. Perhaps it also is another sign that a new period in salvation-history is
beginning. It also indicates that the boundary between “heaven and earth” is getting very thin at this point
as God intervenes directly in human affairs.

Finally, God speaks directly and affirms his special relationship with Jesus and his approval of all
that he says and does. The voice comes from heaven and so represents God’s announcement within
heaven itself, but beyond. The language incorporates material from Psalm 2:7 and Isaiah 42:1.

Matthew 3:17  o0tog 86TtV O VIO HoV 6 dyamnToc &v @ vddKN G (this is my son, the beloved, in

whom [ take great delight)

Psalm 2:7 vidg pov &1 60, &yd orjuepov yeyévvnkd ce (you are my son, I today have

begotten you) (Greek translation of the OT)

70 Ignatius in his letter to the Church at Smyrna, section I, composed before 115 AD says that Jesus was born of a
virgin and was baptized by John in order “that all righteousness might be fulfilled in him.” This is our earliest
evidence for the Matthean narrative.

"I Davies and Allison, p. 334.
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Isaiah 42:1 Taxaop 6 moic pov avriiiuyopot avtod. Topoan O EKAEKTOG LoV TPOEdEENTO
avTov 1 Yoy pov (Jacob is my servant; I will lay hold of him. Israel is my
chosen; my soul has accepted him) (Greek translation of the OT)

Isaiah 42:1 as quoted in Matthew 12:18
30V 0 maig pov OV fPETioa, O AyamnTOg LoV gig OV ELOOKTGEV 1] YUy LOV.
(Behold my servant whom I chose, my beloved in whom my soul will take
delight)

How and in what ways this collocation of texts occurred remains conjecture. That God could do it himself
should not surprise. The wording of Isaiah 42:1 in Matthew 12:18 would indicate that Matthew intends
his readers to hear God’s words in 3:17 as fulfillment of or at least related to Isaiah 42:1 and the servant
song incorporated within it. However, the wording of the first part seems to reflect Psalm 2:7, which
would emphasize the divine son of God role, with kingship connotations. That Matthew puts this into
third person format makes the announcement a more formal and public statement of identification. This is
also the format of God’s address on the Mount of Transfiguration 17:5. By making this affirmation, God
declares all who oppose Jesus to be His enemies. I would suggest that since the speaker is indicated as
divine and the words in Psalm 2:7 and Isaiah 42:1 are also attributed to the divine, there is no problem for
God to re-use his previous words to express in paraphrase these key ideas.

“Son of God” is a major Christological definition in Matthew (11:27; 16:16; 17:5; 26:63; 28:19),
to which other Christological titles give further explanation (Messiah, Son of David, Son of Man, Servant,
Lord). The Jesus/Israel typology discerned in chapters 1-2 also places special significance on this title. In
the OT Israel is God’s “firstborn son.” In the Davidic covenant context (e.g., 2 Sam. 7) the king is
characterized as “son of God.”

Within the event of Jesus’ baptism we see the Trinitarian God at work — Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. This is commonly the case in baptismal texts elsewhere in the NT (Matt. 28:16-20; Jn. 1:33-34;
Acts 2:38-39; 10:38; 1 Cor. 6:11; Tit. 3:4-6; 1 Peter 1:2). The pattern expressed in Jesus’ own baptism
becomes the pattern that defines Christian baptism. We as believers have our sonship affirmed in our
baptism. We sense the first elements of an imitatio Christi.

I think the aspect that emerges most significantly in the first half of Matthew 3 is the strong
division between those who repent and those who do not. John says that Israel no longer possesses any
privileged status. Privilege has shifted to those who are baptized and who give loyal obedience to the one
who is coming. Matthew will emphasize this throughout his Gospel, particularly through the parables that
Jesus taught. In so doing Matthew is not creating a new theme in Jesus’ teaching, but is affirming what

Jesus himself taught and marking its fulfillment in the division that is occurring between the Messianic
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assembly (which includes Jews and non-Jews) and those who adhere to a form of Judaism or Hellenistic
religion that rejects Jesus as Messiah.

Matthew 4:1-11 — Temptation

Mark expresses in two verses what Matthew now narrates in eleven. For Matthew this event
carries more weight and significance, as it does for Luke. First, we note that it is Satan himself, described
as “the tempter” (v.3) and as “the slanderer” (dtdforog v. 1), who leads this temptation, not merely a
demon. Second, the Spirit deliberately “led Jesus up into the wilderness to be tempted/tested.” The
wilderness is the place of danger, where evil forces lurk. Both God and Satan are involved in this activity.
The verb peirasthénai (neipacOijvar) signifies testing’?, if God is the primary agent, or tempting, if Satan
is the primary agent. We face the same problem in the last part of the Lord’s Prayer — “lead us not into
temptation/testing.” Third, the Israel/Jesus typology is emphasized by the reference to testing in the
wilderness, the forty days, and the fasting motif (in Deuteronomy particularly this testing motif is
identified and emphasized). As well, we know from the OT that Israel sometimes is defined as “God’s
Son,” just as Jesus is. Fourthly, each testing attacks Jesus’ role and status as Son of God. The way Satan
expresses himself assumes that he agrees that Jesus really is Son of God. This is what God has just
declared in 3:17. But what kind of Son will Jesus prove to be? Fifth, Jesus refers to texts from
Deuteronomy 6-8 in order to rebuff Satan each time. Moses gives Israel the Shema in Deut. 6, urges them
to worship no other gods, promises prosperity if they will be loyal to Yahweh, reminds them of their
testing by God through hunger so that they would acknowledge their dependence upon God, and
concludes by warning them never to forget the Lord their God.

4:4 = Deut. 8:3

4:7 = Deut. 6:16

4:10 = Deut. 6:13.

The first temptation is built on the conditions of the forty day fast Jesus has completed and his
extreme hunger. Surely the Son of God has privileges that can be used for personal benefit, the slanderer
urges. Turn the stones into bread! Satan assumes that the status of Son of God carries with it the divine
power to perform such a miracle. The temptation would have no force if this assumption was not
fundamentally true. Jesus never denies he has this power, but responds that its use in this way would be
inappropriate. God knows what his Son needs and will provide it at the appropriate time. The Son’s role
is to be obedient. He is in the wilderness at the Spirit’s initiative and fasting is assumed to be appropriate.

God will provide food when it is necessary. He must submit his power to the purposes of God. Perhaps

"2 In three places in Matthew’s Gospel the religious leaders ‘test’ Jesus — 16:1; 19:3; 22: 34-5. Jesus responds in
each case by quoting or alluding to Scripture.
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Satan is attacking the very nature of the incarnation and God’s way of making himself “visible” in this
world, concealed and with deliberate, voluntary limitation of his powers.”

The second temptation moves from the wilderness, to the exalted pinnacle of the Jerusalem
temple.” In so doing Satan shows something of his power. He has access to the very center of Jewish
holiness — the temple, located in the “holy city” (v. 5).” Satan explains the nature of the temptation by
quoting from Psalm 90(91):11-12. That Satan knew the Scriptures is another extraordinary insight. God
had demonstrated his ability to protect and preserve his Son in Matthew 1-2. Now Satan calls on Jesus, as
God’s Son, deliberately to place himself in a vulnerable situation that requires God to act for his
preservation, to demand that God preserve him from harm. According to the Devil’s theology, there
should be no martyrs. However, God does not promise this. And as Matthew’s narrative unfolds, we
discover that God in fact does not preserve his own Son from execution (cf. Matt. 26:53-54). Jesus quotes
from Deut. 6:16 where Moses urges Israel to respond to God’s future testings in a better way than they
did at Massah (Exod.17:3, 7). It is not our place to dictate to God how he should keep his covenant
commitments. By leaping from the temple pinnacle, Jesus would be acting in a proud and selfish manner.
“Jesus does not need to challenge God, to make God demonstrate his fidelity.”””®

Satan takes Jesus to the highest mountain in Palestine, for the third temptation. He offers him “all
the kingdoms of the world and their glory” (v. 8). What are the implications of this claim regarding
Satan’s power and influence? For Jesus to capitulate would mean abandoning his role as Son of God and
swearing allegiance to Satan. This would be idolatry. That Satan could make such an offer reveals again
the extent of his power and his influence in the world’s affairs of state. Satan offers an alternative way for
Jesus to be Messiah, but he would be a false messiah, a political one (cf. 2 Thessalonians 2:5-12 and the
figure described as “the man of lawlessness”). In fact, I would suggest, that Satan here gives expression to
current Jewish modes of thinking in regards to what the messiah would bring to Israel — world domination
and the glory of the nations (cf. Jesus rejection of such ideas also in Matt. 16:21-23). Jesus rejects this as
contrary to God’s design for his Son. He could "gain the whole world and lose his own soul!" He will not
have his authority derive from Satan, nor will he adopt a Messianic agenda different from the one God
has laid out for him. He quotes Deut. 6:13 in response and rejection. Satan is sent packing, as he is also in

Matthew 16:23. When Satan leaves, God sends his own messengers “to serve” Jesus, i.e., to provide for

73 Phil. 2:5-8. Is the focus on food in the first temptation also a reflection of the temptation that Eve and Adam
encountered in Genesis 3 — eating from the tree of knowledge of good and evil?

74 Matthew uses an historic present to emphasize this action — paralambanei nopolappavet (v.5), as he does also in
v.8, using the same verb.

75 Iss this indicating that the Temple itself is somehow now part of Satan’s domain? If so, it is a devastating critique
of the very centre of Judaism.

76 Davies and Allison, p 369.
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all his needs. God responds to Jesus’ needs in his time and according to his plans, not in response to the
demands of Satan.

Some commentators say that Matthew really does not focus on Satan in this passage, but rather
on Jesus’ response to the temptations. However, [ would suggest that the temptations have no reality apart
from the power that Satan possesses. Further, as we work through Matthew’s narrative, we will see many
places where Jesus attacks Satan, limits his authority, and challenges his right to destroy the lives of
people. If sin is the result of Satan’s interference in human beings within a fallen creation, and Jesus
offers forgiveness from sin and a new heart, then Jesus is attacking Satan directly and giving him
significant attention in his teaching and actions. Jesus commands demons because he is the Son of God
and has vanquished Satan himself.

If the messianic perspective expressed in Satan’s provocations is a parody of contemporary
Jewish expectations which Jesus considers a “temptation” and thus a denial of God’s messianic program,
then what does this say about these Jewish understandings of eschatology? Are they in Matthew’s
perspective a Satanic delusion and thus a misunderstanding of their own Scriptures?

I think one of our spiritual challenges today revolves around the reality of Satan. Do we accept
him and his interference in human beings as a key part of our worldview? If we do not, what are the
consequences?

We should also consider the question of the order of the temptations in Luke’s Gospel. He has the
final temptation located in Jerusalem. Which order is historical and why does either Luke or Matthew
alter that order? Or is it even relevant given that these temptations occur in the spiritual realm. Thus the
chronological sequence may not be significant.

Matthew 4:12-25 — Beginning of Jesus’ Ministry

The events in Matthew 2- 4:12 move from Nazareth in Galilee (2:21-23), to the Jordan valley
(3:13), into the Judean wilderness (4:1) and then back to Nazareth in Galilee (4:12) and finally
Capernaum (4:12). Jesus’ return to Galilee occurs when he hears that John was arrested. While he visits
Nazareth occasionally (perhaps this is the context in which Jesus makes his inaugural statement in the
Nazareth synagogue as reported in Luke 4), he makes his residence at Capernaum. Jesus moves into
public action, as John’s mission comes to conclusion, although there seems to be some temporal overlap
between their ministries.

It is important for Matthew that Jesus’ ministry be located in this region because of the prophecy
of Isaiah 9:1-2. The traditional tribal boundaries would place Nazareth in Zebulun and Capernaum in
Naphthali. As well, Capernaum is “by the sea,” located on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee.
Perhaps as many as 12,000 people lived in this region, with an economy based on fishing, agriculture and

trade. There was a Roman garrison there, as well as a customs station (Matthew 8:5-13; 9:9-10; 17:24),
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because it was very close to the trade route between Damascus and Ptolemais (Acco). It was located in
the territory of Herod Antipas, about two miles from where the Jordan River flows into the sea of Galilee.
It served as an important centre for Jesus’ ministry.”’

The quotation from Isaiah 9:1-2 essentially follows the LXX, but has some differences.

Isaiah 9:1-2 Matthew 4:15-16
yopa ZoafovAiwv, 1 v NeeOaiipu vii Zapoviav koi yi] Ne@Ooiip
[000V Bardoonc] 000V Boraoong,

Kol ol Aouwol o1 TNV TapaAioy KOTOIKOUVTES

Kol wépav Tod Topddvov nwépav tod Topdavou

TaAthaio T@dv EOvEV TaAthaio T@dv E0vaV

T pépN tiic Tovdaiog.

0 A0OC O TOPEVOUEVOG €V OKOTEL 10eTE MG 0 A0OC O KaBnpEVOG &V OKOTEL

péyo PdG e1dev péyal

01 KaTOOIKODVTEG &V Y®dPQ Kal oK1d Oavitov

QMG Adpyel £’ VUAG. Kol Toig KaOnpévolg év ympa kai oKid Bovatov

QMG AvéTelhey aOTOIC
O country of Zaboulon, the land of
Nephthalim, [by way of the sea], and the rest | O land of Zaboulon and land of Nephthalim, by
who inhabit the seashore and beyond Jordan, | way of the sea,

Galilee of the nations, the parts of Judea. O beyond Jordan, Galilee of the nations.

you people who walk in darkness, see a great | The people who reside in darkness have seen a
light. O you who live in the country and in great light

the shadow of death, light will shine on you. | And for those who reside in the country and
(NETS) shadow of death a light has dawned (aneteilen
avételev)’ for them.

The emphasis in Matthew is upon Galilee as the place of the Messiah’s ministry in fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy. The contrast of darkness and light, death and life, signals the significance of Jesus’ ministry.
While originally the darkness referred to the deportation of these tribes by the Assyrians, Matthew would
define the darkness in moral terms — people held captive by sin. Finally, Matthew makes full use of
“Galilee of the Gentiles” to indicate the ultimate goal of Jesus’ mission — the nations of the earth (i.e.,
Matthew 28:16-20). The final phrase “a light has dawned for them” may also resonant with the light
associated with the birth of Jesus and seen by the Magi (2:1-2). Does Matthew in his narrative make use
of this theme of “light” in relation to the ministry of the Messiah? Isaiah 9 continues to describe the
Messiah as the son given, who will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom. Jesus’ move into

Galilee marks the beginning of the fulfillment of all these wonderful things that “the zeal of the Lord

7 Significant archeological remains exist at Capernaum. Some think that the location of Peter’s house can be
determined. The remains of a third century CE synagogue are present and it may rest on the foundations of an earlier
synagogue structure. Close by are the remains of the first century synagogue foundations at Magdala.

8 The cognate noun is used in 2:9 (anatolé dvatol). See also Balaam’s oracle in Num. 24:17 “a star shall dawn out
of Iakob” (dvatelel dotpov £k lakwp).
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Almighty will accomplish.” Turner emphasizes that Jerusalem tended to despise the Galilean region as
spiritually deficient, but it is precisely in this place that Jesus chooses to minister. Its close association
with non-Jewish populations (e.g., the Decapolis region) perhaps prepares the reader for the final words
of Jesus in 28:19-20. Note that in Matthew’s quotation the verbs are in past tense, whereas in the LXX the
tenses are imperative and future. He contextualizes the quotation to his purpose.
V. 17 marks the shift to the next section. These same words (17a) occur at 16:21 and 26:2. With
the section 4:17 — 16:21, Matthew describes Jesus’ ministry in Galilee which focuses on Israel (4:17-
11:1) and Israel’s rejection of Jesus’ message (11:2 — 16:20). Three major discourses occur in this section:
5-7 Sermon on the Mount
10 Discipleship
13 Parables
At 16:21 Jesus announces his intention to go to Jerusalem.
V. 17b also incorporates the essential message of Jesus, given in the same words used by John
(3:2). Matthew seeks to say that Jesus’ message is consistent with John’s, but will include much more, as
the remainder of his narrative will soon disclose.
A key phrase in Jesus’ message relates to the “Kingdom of Heaven.” This expression is

distinctive to Matthew.

Kingdom of Heaven 3:2;4:17; 5:3,10,19,20; 7:21; 8:11; 10:7; 11:11,12; 13:11,24,
31,33,44,45,47,52; 16:19; 18:1,3,4,23; 19:12,14; 20:1; 22:2;
23:13; 25:1

Kingdom of God 12:28; 19:24; 21:31,43

Kingdom 4:23: 8:12; 9:35; 13:19,38; 24:14; 25:34

Kingdom of my Father 26:29

Kingdom of their Father 13:43

My (other pronouns) Kingdom | 6:10(your),33(his); 20:21(your=Jesus); 13:41(his=Son of
Man);16:28(his=Son of Man)

There does not appear to be any distinction in meaning (cf. particularly how 19:23-24 works) between
Kingdom of Heaven and Kingdom of God.” Parallel passages occur where one Gospel has Kingdom of
Heaven and another has Kingdom of God. Matthew prefers a more Jewish expression. Such language
seems to speak of God being king or ruling. It depends primarily on material in passages such as Isaiah

24:23 and 52:7 where God says he will intervene to establish his rule and this brings salvation and

7 In the Testament of Jacob the two expressions occur at 2:25; 7:11, 19, 20, 23, 27; 8:3.
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judgment into the human context. Kingdom language is also associated with a “son of man” figure in
Daniel 7: 22, 26-27. Jesus serves as God’s agent to initiate and express his rule. Pennington®® argues that
plural forms of "heaven" refer to the divine realm, whereas the singular (never used with Father or
Kingdom) refers to the visible, earthly realm (sky). He concludes that Matthew employs “kingdom of
heaven(s)” to “emphasize that God’s kingdom is not like earthly kingdoms, it stands over against them,
and it will eschatologically replace them on earth.”®' It is both a critique of Jewish expectations which
excluded the nations and a critique of Roman political ideology, affirming God’s sovereignty in its
superior and universal nature and thereby giving encouragement to the people of God.

Matthew (4:17), as does Mark, says that this kingdom “has drawn near.” Does this mean it has
arrived? At this point in Matthew’s Gospel the writer has narrated the actions God has taken to send his
Son, the Messiah. All that he has shared would lead us to think that the Kingdom is about to be expressed
in Jesus’ teaching and ministry. Yet, the future component remains undiminished. The analogy of the
fresh dawn in 4:16 illuminates the issue of nearness. Jesus’ healings and exorcisms, as well as teachings
demonstrate the initial stages of its presence. Passages such as Math. 11:4-5; 12:28; 13:16-17; 15:31
would all support this contention. It is the reality of Kingdom presence in the person of Jesus that
i