THE GOSPEL OF

MATTHEW

Marthew's Position Among the Gospels

5 a Gospel, Matthew Is an ancient biography, and the information treated in the
intreduction to the Gospels in general alio applies to Matthew. But just as other
ancient blographies differed from one another even when they described the
same person, 5o do the four Gospels, Of the four Gospels, Matthew is the most
carefully amanged by toplc and therefore lends itselfl most easily to a herarchical cutline.
Along with John, Matthew is also an emphatically Jewish
Gogpel: Matthew meves in a thought warld resembling thataof
the emerging rabbinic moverment (the cirde of lewish sages
and law-teachers] mose than do the other Synoptic Gospels
{Cur sources for rabbinic Judaism are later than the NT, but
later rabbis avodded early Christian writings, 5o the frequent
parallels — sometimes even in sayings and expressicns, for
wihich see, e.g. MU 72 TEX 193, M; 21:220; 23030 23125 ==
presumably stem from concepts, customs and flgures of
speech already circulating among sages in the first century.)
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As noted abeve, the traditions of the Gospels’ authorihip are
wery early. Works as large as Matthew's Gospel were majos
literary undertakings. As suggested for the Gospels gener-
ally, i & work this size, authorship would be one of the last
matters forgotten. That observation would surely be particularly relevant for Matthew's
Gospel, which seems to have enjoyed popularity right from the start, Matthew was the early
second-century church’s favarite and most-cited Gospel,

Some raise questions about the anclent tradition in the case of Matthew, One reason
for these questions i that the earfiest tradition about Matthew's Gospel (from a very early
second-century church father named Paplas) is that he wrote in Hebrew and that other
Gospels, probably incheding Mark, drew on this waork. Most scholars agree that oar curment
Gni.ptl of Matthew was not written in Hebrew, nor does it appear to be rn|-|:|::l:|g||I tramslated
from Hebrew. Most scholars, moreover, believe that our current Gospel of Matthew makes
use of Mark's Gospel, casting doubt on Papias’s apparent sweggestion that Matthew wrote
first {althowgh it s podsible to interpret Papias differently)

Intreduction te Matthew | 1605

M Papias was wrong aboul some details, why should we truest him on others? This is a
legitimate concern. Nevertheless, some other factors may mitigate the concem. First,
some scholars believe that even if Papias does not properly describe our current Gospel of
Matthew, he presemnces sorme genubne information; possibly Matthew wiote a eollection of
Jesus” sayimgs (fitting the meaning of Papias’s word here) in Hebrew or Aramaic. an which
others (nchiding Matthew's later Gospel in Greek) drew, Second, people are uswally mone
aph to be comect about the simple fact of a docurment’s authorship than abaut the circum-
stances of its writing. 5o even If Paplas was parthy or largely wirong, if he Enew anything
at all about these works written just a generation before him, he likely knew about their
autharship,

Ancther objection that some raise against the traditional belief that Matthew wrote this
Gospel is that Matthew, who was one of Jesus’ disciples (9:9; 10:3; Mk 318), would not need
1o depend on Mark's Gospel, since Manthew was an eyewitiness of most of Jesus’ public
ministry. Ancient approaches to eyewitness sources differed semewhat from modemn
approaches, however. Thus when the historian ¥enophon writes an account of events in
wiich he participated, he nevertheless depends heavily on an earlier-published work by
another author, because the otherwork was already in wide dirculation, By the same token,
Matthew could have been an eyewitness and nevertheless used Mark because its wide
circulation (or its assoclation with Peter) made it a standard work. Mone of this proves that
Matthew wrote this Gospel. It does, however, call into guestion the conviction with which
sorme wcholars dismiss that early tradition.

Provenance and Date

There is no consensus and no certain means of resohing Matthew's precise setting or date,
Some general considerations may be relevant. Because Matthew, more than amy other NT
document, addresses Jewish concepts dosely paralleled in the emerging rabbinic mowve-
ment, the common scholarly view that be wrote from the Roman provinee of Syria fwhich
included Judea and Galilee} makes good sense, Some scholars also find similarities between
Matthew and other documents from earky Syrian Christianity,

Because Matthew wrote in Greek, which dominated in Syra's urban centers, rather than
Aramale, which dominated in neral areas, Matthew's core audience might have been located
im an urban setting. Many schaolars thus suggest that Matthew writes especially for Antinch
in Syria. Antioch had & large Jewsh community, one of the few Jewish commuenities not
devastated by the Judean war: it also was an early Christlan center of mission to Gentfles
A 11:20; 130 = 3; Gal 211 =121

Ultimately, what we can be sure of is that Matthew wrote especially to Jewish belevers
in Jesus In the eastern Mediterranean world, Whatever specific “core” audience he may have
envisioned, as the author of a major literary wiork Matthew probably hoped that his Gospel
wioarld circulate as widely as possible.

Matthew's date s also a matter of much debate, i Matthew was the first Gospel writer,
bt probably wrote before Jemesalem's destruction in AD A0, A larger number of scholars,
howewver, believe that Matthew made use of Mark's Gospel, and many thus date Matthew
afver M. On this wiew, it is not surprising that Matthew mast urge his lewish Christian audi-
ence to bring the message of the kingdom to Gentiles — many Jewish followers of Jesus
at that time would heave felr litile love for the people who destroyed their holy city and
enslaved many of their people. Nevertheless, even before 70, tensions werne building toward
that climax, 50 a similar background could be relevant on either dating.

A magority of schalars think that Matthew writes after 10 aleo because of allushons to tha
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HEROD THE GREAT

pressed all oppesiion. Herod was a friend of Marc Amtony but, unfortanately,

H erodd the Greal achioved power in Judea with Roman backing; he brutally sup-

an enemy of Antopy's mistress Cleopatra. When Ooiavian (Augustus) Caesar

defeated Antony and Cleopatra, Heroud submitted 1o him. Moting that he had been a
loval friemd to Antony wntil the end, Herod promised that he would now be no less
lovall b0 Caesar, and Caesar accepied this promise, Herod named citbes for Caesar and
baile temples in his honae,

Ethnically Herod was an ldumean (an Edomite); his ancestors had been forcibly
converted to Judaism, and he built for Jerusalem’®s God the ancient worlds largess and
miest magnificent temple, Politically astate, however, Herod also buaill temples homor-
ing the divine emperor Augustas and made Evish contributions to Gentile citles in or
neear his terrfory. Among his other reporied politically savvy acis was the execation of
members of the old Sanhedrin who oppesed him; he replaced those council members
instead with his own political supporters: He did not usually telerate dissent. When
some voung disciples of religious teachers ook down the golden eagle that Herod had
erected on the temiple, he had them exeouted,

Moo=t of our seurces about Herod focas on kis acts in Jerusalem, bat the character
of Herod that they reveal fiis what Marthew savs about him, So protective was Herod
of his power and so jealous of potential rivals that his more popular brodher-in:lay,
a very voung high priest, had a drowning “accident™—in a pool that archaology
shows was very shallow. When his favoriie wife Mariamne, a Maccabean princess,
wis falsely accusad of adultery he had her strangled, though he later named a tower
in his palace in her honoe He executed two of his sons who were falsely accused of
plodting againsi him. Five davs before he died he executed another son (the one who
had faleely framid the other twal,
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S0 much did Herod crave honor it is said that when he was on s deathbed he
ardered many nobles armestied. He thought that if many people were execuled on the
day thal he died, be could en=ure that there would be mourning rther than celebra-
thon & the time of his death. When he died, howeser, the nobles were released and
the peaple celebrated, *

A modal of Herod's palace in

em. The tewers were named after important peoplein

Herod's life: Hippicus (a friend), Phasael {Herod's brother), and Mariamne (Herod's wife).
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just one trie Cod (Dt 6:4).

.- May he cause his Kingdom 1o reign, ™

KINGDOM

n Biblical languages, the term transkated imo English as “kingdom™ wsually mean
“reign,” “rule,” or “authority, " Jewish people recognized that Cod reigned a3 king
over the workd he created [Ps 22:28; 145:12=13; Da 4:3,34}, Some believed that
thev affirmed this whenever they recited the Stuvng, acknowledging that there was
Bul while Jewish people acknowledged Cod's present rule, most looked for God's
unchall reign in the age o omme (Da 244 =45, 701427, Many praved regulagly
for Codl's fudure kingdon — for lim 1o reign unopposed, to fulfill his purposes of jus-
tice and peace for the world. One familiar praver that came 1o be praved daibe was the
Kareldish, which in its ancient form began: “Exalted and hallowed be his greal name

By Jesus day, many were familiar with Danlel’s prophecy about four kingdams and
belicved the fourth and final kingdom 1o be the cument Roman Empire (Da 2:37-43).
Daniel prophesied that in ihe time of that fourth kingdom, God would establish an
elemal kingdom, overthrowing the other ones [Da 2:44), This kin
“Son af man,” a human one, whose mike was asociated with the deliverance of Gosd's
people and contrasted with the preceding empires that were compared with beasts (Da
T12=14,17=18,21 =22}, Daniel gpoke of these rruths as “masteries” (Da 2:28=29: cf.
ZAT). Thus it is noe surprising that the Gospels speak of the “secret™ or “secrets” of
the Ell'l!dnm (84 13:00: Mk 4201 LK H:'I.l]'].

Jeaua® fimt followers in the New Testament, who believed that the coming Mes-
sianic king had already come once and that the first fruits of the future resurredion
had occurred, often treated the future kingdom as also present. We recognize thal
jiast as thie king has both come and will come again, his kingdom has already vaded
this world but remains to be consummated. Whene the other Gospels use “kingdom
of Cod,” Maithew sses “kingdom of heaven™ with just four or five exceplions. This
Jewish expression appears ¢lewhere and reflects the Jewish use of “heaven”™ al times
as a respectiul and roundabout way of saving “God.™ #
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