Introduction to Matthew


Introduction to Matthew
The purpose of this introduction is to provide the reader with a sampling of the best conservative scholarship available on the major topics concerning the Gospel of Matthew, such as: who wrote it, when was it written, where was it written from, to whom was it written, and why was it written.  Seven commentaries are cited with some of the better quotations on these topics from each author.  The overlapping of information is designed to show their agreements.  There are also disagreements among these commentators, which a careful reader will note.  Since most students of the word of God (whether laypeople or pastor) cannot afford to spend the hundreds of dollars on these books, I hope to provide the best background information available to support a normal Christian’s interest.  The information is presented as concisely as possible without taking statements out of context.
1.  Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction 4th Edition, 1990.

a.  Acceptance of the Gospels by the Church Fathers.  “By the end of the second century it is clear from all the evidence available that our four gospels were accepted, not only as authentic, but also as Scripture on a level with the Old Testament. Irenaeus has an illuminating passage in which he maintains that the fourfold character of the gospel is analogous to the four quarters of the world, the four winds and the necessity for four pillars in an edifice. While Irenaeus’ method of reasoning may be questioned, his testimony to the exclusive use of our four gospels is undeniable.  Although Clement of Alexandria (150-218) cites from other gospels, as, for instance, from the Gospel according to the Egyptians, he carefully distinguishes them from the four canonical gospels. Tertullian (150-230), on the other hand, exclusively cites only the four and argues strongly for the authority of those on the grounds that they were produced by apostles or by their immediate associates.  At a still earlier date Justin Martyr (95-166) appears to have known and used all the gospels, although in his case it is not possible to be certain, in view of the looseness of his citations. Of importance for our present study is his reference to the ‘memoirs of the apostles’ used in public services. These memoirs were elsewhere identified as ‘gospels’ (εὐαγγέλια), and it is clear from this that the writings were authoritative.  The testimony of Papias (70-155) on the gospels is highly significant.  He made two statements about Matthew and Mark respectively, and these appear to be the earliest comments on the authorship of any of the gospels.  He believed that Mark was Peter’s interpreter and that Matthew wrote in Hebrew.”


b.  Relationship of Matthew to the Old Testament.  “It was natural for the early Christians to have an absorbing interest in the Old Testament predictions which were fulfilled in Jesus Christ, and Matthew’s gospel demonstrates this in a marked degree.  There are many quotations from the Old Testament and these fall into two categories.  The majority are cited from the lxx and are introduced by various formulae.  But Matthew also makes use of a group of citations from the Hebrew which are all introduced by variations of the formula—‘that it might be fulfilled’.  In common with his Christian contemporaries Matthew in his approach to the Old Testament differed from that of the rabbis in that he viewed it without being bound by a traditional method of interpretation.  As a consequence many passages are treated as messianic which were not so treated by Jewish interpreters.”


c.  Relationship of Matthew to the Church.  “Matthew, alone of the gospels, records any specific teaching about the church: Mt 16:18; 18:17-18.”


d.  Purpose of the Gospel.  Matthew purposes to show that the major events in the life of Jesus took place in fulfilment of prophecy.  This feature alone would seem to indicate that the author was a Jew writing for Jews.  However Jewish many of Matthew’s emphases are, his main target is to show Christianity as much more comprehensive than Judaism. Here was Old Testament fulfilment in the widest possible sense.  In all probability there was an apologetic purpose behind this gospel. It would have answered many questions about our Lord which may well have been raised against him by calumnists [a person who misrepresents another to harm their reputation]. The infancy story, for instance, would answer any charge of illegitimacy against Jesus. The descent into Egypt and the subsequent return to Nazareth would account for the residence of Jesus in Nazareth rather than Bethlehem. The same might be said of the apologetic character of some of the details in the resurrection narrative which are peculiar to Matthew (e.g. the story of the bribing of the guard, which would refute any allegation that the disciples had stolen the body of Jesus).”


e.  Destination and Place of Origin.  “There are various suggestions regarding the precise location of the readers of this gospel, although the available data are wholly insufficient to produce certainty. One suggestion is a Palestinian Jewish environment.  It is more likely that the readers were a mixed group, mostly Jewish but with an increasing number of Gentiles.  An alternative suggestion is a Syrian destination.  If this is correct it could be argued that an important center is most likely, and what better place than Antioch?  In the end it seems wise not to be dogmatic over this question.”


f.  Structure.  “This gospel has more of careful design than any other of the gospels.  The most obvious feature of Matthew’s structure is the alternation of large blocks of teaching material with narrative sections.  These teaching sections are all concluded with a similar formula (‘when Jesus had finished these sayings’).  These occur at 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1. The five discourses may be classified as The Sermon on the Mount (5–7); Missionary Discourse (10); Parable Discourse (13); Church Discourse (18); and Eschatological Discourse (24–25).  The author’s methodical mind is also seen in the large number of times that he groups together similar sayings or events.  His favorite number is three, although fives and sevens also occur. Samples of ‘three’ groupings are the threefold division of the genealogy (1:17), the three temptations (4:1–11), three illustrations of righteousness, three prohibitions, three commands (6:1–7:20), three groupings of three types of miracles—healings, power and restoration (8:1–9:34), and many instances of three parables, questions, prayers or denials.  This need not imply that Matthew attached any symbolic importance to the number three, but it does vividly illustrate the way in which his mind worked.”


g.  Authorship.  “The earliest description of this gospel of which we have any evidence attributes it to Matthew.  This is testified by strong tradition.  It was indisputably acknowledged before the close of the second century and there is no positive evidence that the book ever circulated without this title.  Indeed it may reasonably be claimed that the title was affixed at least as early as a.d. 125.  Papias wrote, ‘Matthew composed the Logia (τὰ λογία [= ‘the sayings’, that is, ‘the gospel’]) in the Hebrew tongue and everyone interpreted them as he was able.’  Papias wrote a series of books entitled Interpretations of the Lord’s Logia.  It is likely he is using the word in the same sense.  If he commented only on the sayings of Jesus, the meaning of λογία would be restricted [to only mean ‘sayings’].  But when Papias uses the same word in reference to Mark, he makes clear that Mark wrote about the deeds as well as the sayings of Jesus.  Almost all scholars agree that Matthew’s gospel was not written in Aramaic but in Greek.”



(1)  “Irenaeus (115-190) wrote: ‘Now Matthew published also a book of the Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect,…  This testimony is clearly identical with Papias’ statement only if λογία is interpreted as the gospel.  Since Irenaeus was acquainted with Papias’ work it may reasonably be assumed that he is here giving his own interpretation of Papias’ statement.”



(2)  “Origen (185-254) similarly bears testimony to the fact that Matthew composed a gospel in Hebrew letters.  This evidence points to an unbroken tradition that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew, and advocates of any hypothesis which disagrees with this must suggest an adequate explanation of so consistent a tradition.”



(3)  “Whereas both Mk 2:14 and Lk 5:27 f. in describing the call of Matthew name him Levi, in Matthew’s gospel he is called Matthew (Mt 9:9).  At the same time in the lists of the apostles in all the gospels the name Matthew is used and not Levi.  Could it be that for the author of this gospel the name Matthew came to have greater significance than the name Levi, from the time of his dramatic call to follow Jesus?”



(4)  “To sum up, there is no conclusive reason for rejecting the strong external testimony regarding the authorship of Matthew.  Most scholars, however, reject apostolic authorship.”
  They do so from their arrogance and idiocy.

h.  Date.  Modern liberal scholars insist that the gospel of Matthew was written after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.  However, “in both Matthew’s and Mark’s eschatological discourse there is a warning to disciples to flee to the mountains when the crisis comes.  Since it is known that Christians fled to Pella in a.d. 66 and this is not in the mountains, why was Matthew’s statement allowed to stand if he wrote after the fall of Jerusalem?  There seems no adequate explanation of this.”
  “If [the gospel of] Matthew was known to Luke [and it was according to Luke’s introduction] and the latter [Luke’s gospel] is dated about a.d. 63 [because Acts ends prior to the death of Paul and fall of Jerusalem], this would mean that Matthew must be dated earlier than that.”
  That is, Matthew had to write prior to 63 A.D. and Mark had to write even earlier than this, since Matthew depended upon Mark’s gospel in writing his own gospel account.

i.  Language.  “As far as Matthew’s gospel is concerned, it has generally been held that its extant form shows no evidence of translation Greek.  There is sufficient evidence from the gospels to point to a sayings source in Aramaic, but this does not mean that Matthew’s narrative sections show such Aramaic influence as Mark’s sections.  Matthew shows traces of a Jewish-Greek style.”
  This is also true of James, John, Paul, and Peter (as a simple example, the constant use of KAI as the equivalent use of the letter WAW introducing Hebrew or Aramaic sentences).
2.  Leon Morris, The Pillar New Testament Commentary, 1992.


a.  Introduction.  “Many commentaries spend a lot of time examining the relationship of this Gospel to Q [various other possible written material of which we have no copies], to Mark, to Luke, and sometimes to other possible sources.  I must confess to a certain skepticism about the possibility of being at all certain how the author went about his task of putting his material together.”
  A most wise and correct decision.  “With the information at our disposal we cannot be sure of either the date or the place of this Gospel, nor of the precise opponents [intended audience?] of the Evangelist. Without such knowledge we may engage in more or less plausible speculation, but we can do no more.  Nobody knows for sure what Matthew’s sources were.  Most of us agree that he used Mark (though some deny even this).  While Matthew is usually held to rely heavily on Mark, his Gospel includes matter not found elsewhere (e.g., Jesus’ threefold prayer in Gethsemane, Jesus’ confidence that he could call on more than twelve legions of angels, and the suicide of Judas).”


b.  Characteristics of the Gospel.



(1)  The writer seems concerned throughout to show that Christianity is the true continuation of the Old Testament—the true Judaism.  We should notice his use of expressions like ‘their’ scribes (7:29) and ‘their’ synagogues (9:35), which distance the author from official Judaism.  But most of all he was a genuine follower of Jesus, a convinced Jewish Christian.  A striking example of his Jewishness is his emphasis on the fulfilment of prophecy.  He has a formula, “that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet—,” which recurs throughout the Gospel.  From another angle, the United Bible Societies’ The Greek New Testament (3rd edition) lists 61 quotations from the Old Testament in this Gospel.  This Gospel ends with the great commission to make disciples from all the nations (28:16–20).  Matthew has a Jewish background and he is deeply interested in Jews, but he is also interested in the relevance of Jesus for all the nations.


(2)  The idea that what God was promising in the Old Testament scriptures is fulfilled in Christianity runs throughout this Gospel.  We find it in the theme of kingship that features so prominently in this book.  Jesus is seen as the Messiah (Matthew has the term ‘Christ’ 17 times, Mark 7 times, Luke 12 times; John 19 times).  Matthew refers to Jesus as ‘the Son of David’ 8 times.  This is brought out especially in a passage where Matthew emphasizes that Jesus is greater than David (22:41–45).  He also refers to ‘the kingdom of heaven’ 32 times, ‘the kingdom of God’ 5 times, ‘the kingdom’ 6 times, and ‘the kingdom of the Son of man’ 3 times.  The thought is that the divine kingdom has drawn near in the person of Jesus.  It is another way of bringing out the fulfilment of the divine purpose.


(3)  Interest in the Church.  “By the time this Gospel was written the followers of Jesus were clearly distinct from the Jews (and not merely a group among the Jews as they had been in Jesus’ lifetime).  Matthew is interested in them as a separate group, and it may be significant that he is the only one of our Evangelists to use the word ‘church’ (16:18; 18:17).



(4)  Anti-Pharisaism.  Matthew also has strong criticism against the Pharisees.


(5)  Matthew is interested in the way Gentiles were drawn in to follow Jesus.  We do not find here the universalism of Paul or of Luke, but there is an insistence that Gentiles have their place in the divine scheme of things, and specifically in receiving the teaching and the help of Jesus.


(6)  Matthew has a great interest in the teaching of Jesus, and he expresses what Jesus says very clearly.  It is plain that Matthew valued the teaching of Jesus and made a point of passing a good deal of it on to his readers.  Matthew has a great gift for economy of words; where he shares a narrative with Mark he is almost always shorter.  Matthew has five considerable sections of teaching (chapters 5–7, 10, 13, 18, 23–25).


(7)  For Matthew it is important that God is sovereign over all and that his rule will one day be brought to a glorious consummation.  The present or the future aspect of the kingdom underlies a great deal of what is written in this Gospel.


c.  Date.  The testimony of antiquity is unanimous that the author of this Gospel was Matthew the apostle and that this was the first Gospel to be written [Mark was written before Matthew].  If this is accepted, the Gospel will have been written quite early.  After examining the evidence from the patristics, France concludes: ‘Altogether, then, the patristic evidence seems unanimous that Matthew was written not later than the early sixties.’  It is generally held that this Gospel shows evidence of dependence on Mark (the passages common to the two Gospels are such that it is highly improbable that Mark used Matthew).  We should not miss the point that the references to the destruction of Jerusalem are all forward looking and therefore should be taken to point to a time before it occurred.  Matthew refers to the Sadducees 7 times (as many as all the other books of the New Testament put together; Mark and Luke have the term once each).  This reflects the time before a.d. 70; after that date we hear little of the Sadducees.  Why?  Because they ceased to exist.  There was no temple to rule over.

d.  Place of Origin.  The indications that it was written for a Jewish Christian community might point to a place in Palestine, and this is supported by the tradition recorded by Papias that it was written for Hebrews.  This would apply to Palestine, but also to such a center as Antioch in Syria.  That city had a sizeable number of Jews in it, and we know from Acts that quite early there was a Christian church there.  It is not unlikely that it was in this center that our first Gospel was written. This view is supported by the fact that Ignatius (birth unknown-107), bishop of Antioch in the early second century, almost certainly refers to this Gospel when he speaks of Christ as having been baptized by John, ‘that all righteousness might be fulfilled by Him’ (Smyrn. 1.1; this appears to be a quotation from Mt 3:15).


e.  Authorship.  “The external evidence is unanimous that the author was Matthew, one of the twelve apostles.  Thus Irenaeus says, ‘Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome [67-68 A.D.], and laying the foundations of the Church’ (Adverse Heresies 3.1.1).  According to Eusebius, Origen held that Matthew was the first of the Gospels to be written and that it was written in Hebrew (Ecclesiastical History 6.25.4), and Eusebius himself held that Matthew, having first preached to Hebrews, wrote his Gospel for them ‘in his native language’ when he was on the point of leaving them (Eccl. Hist. 3.24.6).  Eusebius also refers to the writings of Papias, bishop of Hierapolis c. 60–130, and says that according to Papias: ‘Matthew collected the oracles in the Hebrew language, and each interpreted them as best he could’ (Eccl. Hist. 3.39.16).  Eusebius denies that Papias was a hearer of the apostles, but the passage he quotes from Papias to show this says that he proposed to set down ‘all that I ever learnt well from the presbyters [those trained by the apostles].’  He goes on to speak of ‘the words of the presbyters, what Andrew or Peter or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or any other of the Lord’s disciples, had said,’ and further, ‘what Aristion and the presbyter John, the Lord’s disciples, were saying” (Eccl. Hist. 3.39.3–4).  Papias is claiming that he had information from people who had heard a number of the apostles, and he speaks of two disciples as still speaking.  Papias is thus an early witness.  Irenaeus says that he himself was a hearer of John and a companion of Polycarp (Adv. Haer. 5.33.4).”
  “A puzzle is posed, on the one hand, by the fact that there is widespread agreement in antiquity that Matthew was an early Semitic writing and, on the other, by the fact that the Gospel we have must be regarded as originally written in Greek, not as a translation.”  The problem is that “this Gospel is written in good idiomatic Greek, and there is no indication that it was translated from a Semitic original.  We must face the fact that throughout antiquity it is accepted that Matthew wrote this Gospel and that there is no other name in the tradition.”

f.  Sources.  “No reason appears to rule out an apostle’s using the work of a non-apostle.  Why should Matthew not use Mark’s gospel?  There seems to be no objection to the view, provided that Matthew thought the source reliable.  And he would be especially ready to use it if he was aware of the tradition that Peter was associated with Mark in the writing of his book.”
  “Most of the content of Mark is also found in this Gospel, though generally in a shorter form.  It is also clear that he shared with Luke a source with a good deal of information that we do not find in Mark.  There must have been many other writings about Jesus, and we have no way of knowing whether Matthew used any of them or not.”

3.  Craig L. Blomberg, The New American Commentary, Volume 22, 1992.


a.  Structure of the Gospel.  “It has been common to point out that Matthew presents five major blocks of discourses of Jesus (we might call them ‘sermons’) in chapters 5–7; 10; 13; 18; and 23–25.  Matthew makes plain that these are important sections for his outline by including a summary statement at the end of each (8:1; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1), which unites the sayings material of each discourse and moves the narrative along to a new segment.  There is no reason why Matthew must have had a detailed outline in view as he wrote.  Many writers in the ancient Middle East were far less preoccupied with exhibiting a linear development of thought than are we in the contemporary Western world. Still, a careful analysis of Matthew’s juxtaposition of passages regularly suggests that they are grouped as they are for specific reasons.  And the frequency with which parallel passages appear in different places or sequences in the other Gospels, particularly Mark and Luke, suggests that many of those juxtapositions are not  chronologically motivated.  It is wise not to assume that two consecutive stories occurred one after the other unless one of the passages specifically declares that they did or unless the second passage refers to the first in a way that logically requires the stories to have occurred in that order.”
  A detailed outline by this author is found in the file: “Outline of Matthew”

b.  Theology of Matthew.  “Matthew is tracing the events of Jesus’ life in terms of a growing hostility on the part of the Jewish leaders that increasingly leads Jesus himself to turn to the Gentiles and to anticipate a later, widespread ministry on the part of his disciples among them.  Above all, Matthew wants to demonstrate God’s work in Jesus to bring the fulfillment of his promises to his chosen people, the Jews, and, through (or even in spite of) their reaction, to offer identical blessings and judgments to all humanity.  On the one hand, Matthew includes some of the most exclusive texts in all of the Gospels.  Only he inserts Jesus’ sayings about Jesus and his disciples going only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.  On the other hand, Matthew just as uniquely presents some of the most inclusive texts imaginable.  Only he speaks of Israel being judged and replaced by a new ‘people’.  Only he includes the Great Commission, in which Jesus sends his followers to make disciples from every ethnic group on the face of the globe.  God’s chosen people get first chance to respond to the gospel, but then Jesus and his disciples must expand their horizons to encompass all the earth. This is exactly the pattern Paul adopted throughout the Book of Acts.  Nevertheless Matthew does not maintain that God has rejected all of Israel for all of time.  Both Jesus and the church in a sense become a new Israel.


c.  Christology.  “One of the most distinctive titles for Jesus in Matthew is Son of David. It occurs nine times, eight of which are unparalleled in any of the other Gospels.  This title reflects the messianic tradition of a king from the lineage of David who would rule Israel.  Matthew’s Son of Man references the range of usage elsewhere in the Gospels—the human Jesus, the one who must suffer, and the exalted figure of Dan 7:13–14.   Here is the title Jesus most prefers to use for Himself, no doubt because it did not come with a well-established tradition of misconceptions.  He could thus invest it with his own interpretation.  That makes ‘Son of Man’ more a title of exaltation, somewhat synonymous with the typical understanding of ‘Son of God,’ rather than a mere affirmation of Jesus’ true humanity.  Matthew and his readers will consistently view ‘Son of God’ as a testimony to Jesus’ unique relationship with His Father and probably even to His deity.  Perhaps the most significant title of all for Matthew is that which addresses Jesus as Lord.  R. T. France is surely correct in stressing that Matthew ultimately portrays Jesus as ‘the man who fits no formula’ but whose authority and power, declarations of forgiveness, reception of worship, and demands for allegiance all depict Him as one ‘in the place of God,’ or in Matthew’s own language, ‘Immanuel, God with us.’”


d.  The Fulfillment of Scripture.  “Jesus’ person and ministry so fulfill the purposes of all the Old Testament that He alone now has the authority to dictate how His followers must obey those Scriptures in the new age He has inaugurated.  Matthew repeatedly cites Old Testament passages to show how Jesus has accomplished that to which those texts ultimately pointed.  Only Matthew refers to Jesus’ baptism as fulfilling ‘all righteousness’.  Only Matthew has Jesus declare that he has not come to abolish the law but to fulfill it.  Jesus demonstrates a sovereign authority to interpret, transcend, and even change the way the law does or does not apply to his followers.  Matthew insists that Jesus is ‘greater than’ all three major Old Testament categories of national leaders—prophet, priest, and king (12:1–8, 39–42).  He is thus no new Moses but one far greater than Moses.  He does not promulgate a new law but the gospel, which far transcends the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees.  This Gospel makes plain that the kingdom has at least partially arrived (3:2; 4:17; 10:7; 11:12). “


e.  Discipleship and the Church.  “Requirements for discipleship and the constitution of the community of Jesus’ followers that became the church dominate Matthew’s Gospel as they do no other. Members of Matthew’s community must not address each other as ‘Rabbi,’ ‘Father,’ or ‘Teacher’ but exalt Christ alone.  All believers are ‘brothers’.  Of the four Evangelists, only Matthew uses the word ekklsia (‘church’) and only in these two chapters (16:18; 18:17 [2×]).  Only Matthew gives rules for exclusion from that community (18:15–20), and only Matthew gives Jesus’ commission to scour the ends of the earth in order to bring new members into it.  Matthew is just as concerned to oppose lawlessness as to combat legalistic self-righteousness (e.g., 7:13–27 with 5:17–6:18).”


f.  Purpose and Audience.  “Matthew’s church has recently been severed from the synagogue; but its predominantly Jewish members remain in frequent, vigorous, and sometimes controversial dialogue with their non-Christian Jewish families and friends.  Most likely some Jews are sharply condemning these ‘apostate’ Jewish Christians who, in their opinion, have defected from God’s truth, while many Jewish Christians are still struggling persistently to win their loved ones to Christ.  More often than not exchanges become pointed, leading Matthew to the kind of rhetoric reflected in his narrative.  The Gospel then reinforces Christian faith and encourages Matthew’s audience to stand fast in their allegiance to Christ despite the hostilities they incur as a result.  But it also gives them more ‘apologetic ammunition’ as they seek to win others to their convictions and loyalties.  The pages of Acts are sprinkled with examples of antagonism between Jews and Christians, particularly associated with Paul’s ministry, as his synagogue appearances invariably led to expulsion and his turning to the Gentiles.  But Luke makes it clear that Paul and his converts continued to evangelize the Jews even after he left the synagogues, so the situation envisaged for Matthew is quite plausible in many parts of the Roman Empire from a very early period in Christian history.  A plurality of commentators would tentatively place Matthew’s community in Syria and most probably in Antioch, home to a large Jewish community and a sizable Jewish-Christian congregation from at least the time of Acts 11:19–30 (no later than a.d. 46) and lasting well into the second century.  Fortunately it does not matter much for the interpretation of the book whether we opt for Antioch and Syria or Jerusalem and Palestine.  Either way we have an apparently Jewish-Christian author addressing a Christian audience with distinctively Jewish-Christian concerns.”


g.  Sources used by Matthew.  “The most common modern reconstruction of the relationship among the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) identifies Mark as the earliest of the three, with Matthew and Luke both utilizing Mark’s Gospel extensively as one of their sources.  Slightly less entrenched but still commanding a widespread majority following is the ‘Q’ hypothesis, in which Matthew and Luke each utilized a second source, no longer extant, and hence labeled Q, probably from the German word for source (Quelle).  Q then accounts for much of the material, predominantly sayings of Jesus, which Matthew and Luke have in common but which is lacking in Mark.  [One of the great problems with these source theories is that they ignore two significant sources—the writer’s own first-hand memory, and the teaching ministry of the Holy Spirit in inspiration].  Ancient tradition, followed widely in Roman Christianity because of the influence of Augustine (early fifth century), consistently placed Matthew first, followed by Mark and then Luke.  Some literary interrelationship is virtually certain. Luke himself speaks of relying on previous written accounts (Lk 1:1–4), making it probable that other Gospel writers did so too.  The amount and nature of verbal parallelism among the three in Greek translation (not the language in which Jesus originally spoke most of his sayings) all but proves that one or two Evangelists in part relied on the works of the others.  None of these affirmations call into question the inspiration of the Scriptures; they merely specify how God chose to inspire these particular authors—through their work, in part at least, as historians and compilers of traditions.  Of the various solutions to the so-called Synoptic problem, the one that places Mark earliest, with canonical Matthew and Luke dependent on Mark, remains the most plausible.  Mark is the most vivid, his rough grammar is smoothed out by Matthew and Luke, potentially embarrassing or misleading details are reworded (cf., e.g., Mt 19:16–17 with Mk 10:17–18), and individual passages are more often than not abbreviated.  Very little material appears in Mark that is not duplicated in Matthew.  Were Matthew written before Mark, there would have been virtually no need for Mark to write.  Rarely do Matthew and Luke simultaneously agree with each other against Mark in a passage found in all three Gospels.  A high incidence of Aramaisms appears in Mark, and there seems to be no other explanation for Mark’s omission of the material Matthew and Luke have in common save that he wrote first.”


h.  “Why would Matthew (and only he) include references to the temple tax (17:24–27), offerings (5:23–24) and ritual (23:16–22), or to Sabbath keeping in Judea (24:20) in an era (after 70) in which none of these was practiced any longer?  Why would he, throughout his Gospel, distinctively emphasize the antagonism of the Sadducees (and of Jerusalem more generally) when neither this sect nor this center of Judaism persisted after the war with Rome?  Only Irenaeus and Eusebius, quoting this passage, record any traditions about the time of Matthew’s writing, ‘While Peter and Paul were preaching the gospel and founding the church in Rome.’  This would require a date at least by the mid-60s, assuming the reliability of strong early church tradition that both of these apostles were martyred under Nero in this decade.”


i.  “Strictly speaking, this Gospel, like all four canonical Gospels, is anonymous. The titles, ‘The Gospel according to X,’ are almost certainly not original.  It is doubtful that four early Christians would all choose this identical wording and far more probable that the documents were given these headings in order to distinguish one from the other.  Probably these headings were first added some time in the late first or early second century.  But apart from these ascriptions, nothing in the actual text of the Gospel ever specifically discloses its author.  Matthew is written in relatively good Greek, better, for example, than Mark, but not quite as polished as that of the native Greek writer, Luke. Given the amount of Hellenization that had infiltrated Galilee by the first century, and given the regular contacts with Gentiles that a toll collector would have had, the apostle Matthew would have become a reasonably cosmopolitan Jew, quite capable of this kind of writing.  When all the evidence is amassed, there appears no conclusive proof for the apostle Matthew as author but no particularly cogent reason to deny this uniform early church tradition. Were the Gospel not written by him, the church surely chose a rather strange individual (in light of his unscrupulous past by Jewish standards) as a candidate for authorship. Without any ancient traditions to the contrary, Matthew remains the most plausible choice for author.”

4.  R.T. France, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, Volume 1: Matthew, 1985.


a.  Some Characteristics of the Gospel.


(1)  “The Gospel was written by a Jewish Christian, and that Jewish Christians formed at least a large proportion of its intended readership.  Untranslated Aramaic terms such as raka (5:22) or korbanas (translated ‘treasury’ in 27:6), and unexplained references to Jewish customs, such as hand-washing traditions (15:2; contrast Mark’s explanation for his presumably Gentile readers, Mk 7:3–4) or the wearing of phylacteries (23:5), suggest that Matthew expected his readers to be familiar with Jewish culture.  It is remarkable that the explicit prohibition of going among Samaritans in 10:5 is the only mention of Samaritans in this Gospel, in contrast with the favorable attitude to them in Luke.”



(2)  A Gospel for All Nations.  “What we see in Matthew is rather the uncomfortable tension in the mind of one who, brought up to value and love all that Israel has stood for, has come to the painful conclusion that the majority of his people have failed to respond to God’s call to them, and that it is in a ‘remnant’, the minority group who have followed Israel’s true Messiah, that God’s purpose is now centered.   Such a conclusion carries with it the recognition that what counts for membership in the true people of God is no longer a person’s national identity, but his response of repentance and faith towards God, a response which is open to Gentiles as well as Jews.”



(3)  A Gospel for the Church.  “There is much in Matthew’s Gospel which would prove very suitable for, and may well have been designed for, the use of church leaders, both in instructing their members in the faith and in determining their own pastoral role.  The Gospel of Matthew would have proved particularly valuable to church leaders, and the large quantity of carefully structured teaching on the nature and demands of discipleship would be very suitable for catechetical use.  Matthew designed his Gospel to be of practical value in the teaching and leadership of a church, one must still recognize that it is essentially a ‘life of Jesus’, and that most of its contents, however valuable for teaching, are not framed directly as catechetical material, still less set out in the form of an instruction manual.”



(4)  A Carefully Constructed Gospel.  “All who have studied Matthew’s Gospel in detail have been impressed by the care and literary artistry involved in its composition.  Both in the overall structure of the Gospel, with its dramatic development and its clearly marked sections and repeated formulae, and also in the grouping of material in such a way that one episode throws light on another, Matthew has set about his task with skill.”



(5)  A Scripturally Based Gospel.  “All the Gospels contain frequent quotations of and allusions to the Old Testament, but in Matthew this feature is more pronounced.”


b.  Origin of the Gospel.



(1)  Place of Writing.  “The characteristics we have noted make it virtually certain that Matthew’s Gospel was written in and for a church which was to a large extent composed of converts from Judaism.  Palestine might seem the obvious place for such a ‘Jewish’ work to have been produced, but the majority of modern scholars have been impressed by a number of incidental features of the Gospel itself and from the fact of its influence on Ignatius and on the Didache, that it in fact derives from Antioch (a church which was at first entirely Jewish, but then became the scene of considerable debate over the relation of the church to Judaism: Acts 11:19–30; 14:24–15:35; Gal. 2:11 ff.).  For the understanding of the Gospel, however, it makes little difference whether it was written in Palestine or Syria (Antioch), or in some other part of the eastern Mediterranean, and the location is never likely to be demonstrated conclusively.  What does matter is that we recognize it as written in the context of, and directed to the concerns of, a Christian church, many of whose members were still acutely conscious of their roots in Judaism, and who needed to work out as a matter of existential importance what was the true relation of Jesus to Israel.”



(2)  Date of the Gospel.  “Irenaeus confidently dates it while Peter and Paul were still preaching in Rome.  But even within the Gospel itself are some indications of an early date.  For instance, references to practices connected with the temple (such as 5:23–24; 23:16–22) would hardly have been worth including after the temple ceased to exist in ad 70, and the discussion of the temple tax in 17:24–27 would have been positively misleading after ad 70, when the tax was diverted to the upkeep of the temple of Jupiter in Rome.  The respectful attitude towards the office of the scribes in 23:2–3 would hardly be included if the Gospel were written when church and synagogue were totally opposed to each other.  There is certainly a good case to be made for a date in the sixties for the final ‘publication’ of Matthew.”



(3)  Authorship.  “Patristic tradition is unanimous that the author was Matthew, and no other ‘Matthew’ is suggested than the disciple of that name whose call is described in Mt 9:9.  The earliest extant example of this tradition is the statement of Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis (usually dated about ad 140), which is quoted by Eusebius to the effect that.  Like all the Gospels, it is an anonymous work, in that its text does not include a statement of who wrote it.  Its evidence will rather be of the sort of person who would be likely to have written such a work.  From the characteristics of the Gospel noted above we may reasonably infer that its author was a Jewish Christian, with an extensive knowledge of and a strong interest in the Old Testament, familiar with scribal traditions and with the methods of Rabbinic debate, and capable of writing in good Greek, even though his own cultural background was clearly Semitic.  A tax-collector would, by virtue of his office, need to be particularly fluent in Greek. He would also need to be literate, used to keeping records.  It has been further suggested that a number of references to money matters and to tax-collectors which are peculiar to this Gospel may be a pointer to its author.  On such grounds, tenuous as they are, it may be suggested that Matthew fits the description of this Gospel’s author at least as well as any other person known to us.  The fact that the Gospel was so soon and so generally associated with Matthew, who was not a prominent member of Jesus’ disciple group, may also support this conclusion, since he would not have been the obvious author to select if it was simply a matter of guesswork.



(4)  Relationship to the Other Synoptic Gospels.  “Roughly 45% of Matthew’s Gospel consists of material found in a similar (sometimes verbally identical) form in Mark, and in roughly the same order; a further 20% or so is similarly shared with Luke, and again there is a rough correspondence in the order of many of the shared sections, though not in their place in the overall structure of each Gospel.  This leaves only about 35% of the Gospel as Matthew’s unique contribution.  Where Matthew and Mark run parallel it is more likely that the Marcan version is the earlier, and that therefore it is possible to discern Matthew’s special interests in the differences between his version and Mark’s.”


c.  Theological Emphases.


(1)  Fulfillment.  “The essential key to all Matthew’s theology is that in Jesus all God’s purposes have come to fulfilment.  Everything is related to Jesus.  The Old Testament points forward to him; its law is ‘fulfilled’ in his teaching; he is the true Israel through whom God’s plans for his people now go forward; the future no less than the present is to be understood as the working out of the ministry of Jesus.  History revolves around him, in that his coming is the turning-point at which the age of preparation gives way to the age of fulfilment.  Matthew leaves no room for any idea of the fulfilment of God’s purposes, whether for Israel or in any other respect, which is not focused in this theme of fulfilment in Jesus.  Ten times in Matthew we find the formula ‘This was to fulfil (or ‘then was fulfilled’) what was spoken by the prophet, saying …’, after which comes a quotation from an Old Testament prophet (or, in one case, the Psalms).  The references are 1:22–23; 2:15; 2:17–18; 2:23; 4:14–16; 8:17; 12:17–21; 21:4–5; 27:9–10.  In each case the claim to the fulfilment of Scripture seems to be the main point being made by the section of text in which they occur.  Matthew’s view of Jesus as the one who fulfils the whole fabric of scriptural revelation is most strikingly brought to light in the large number of what may be called ‘typological’ allusions to the Old Testament.  Typology is not peculiar to Matthew, but in Matthew it is particularly pronounced.”



(2)  Christology.  Christology is the explanation of who Jesus is, and must be at the heart of Matthew’s theological task.  Four titles of Jesus are prominent in the Gospel, which seem to have been of special importance to Matthew: Christ, Son of Man, King, and Son of God.  


(a)  The title ‘Messiah’ would, for most ordinary Jews, have pointed to a coming king of the line of David, whom God would send to restore His people to national independence and to their rightful pre-eminence as the people of God.  While Matthew himself has no hesitation in describing Jesus as the Messiah, and no doubt reads into that title the wide range of his own understanding of Jesus’ mission of ‘fulfilment’, he only once (23:10) represents Jesus as applying it to Himself.  It was, apparently, a term too loaded to be openly encouraged.  Only in the light of Jesus’ death and resurrection would His followers be able to use it freely without fear of misunderstanding.  In Matthew’s prologue (chapters 1–2) is an explicit statement of the purpose of Jesus’ mission: ‘He will save His people from their sins’ (1:21).  Here is a clear pointer both to a mission of liberation (an idea which was central to Jewish Messianic expectation) and at the same time away from a political understanding of that idea. Matthew alone records that Jesus declared the purpose of His death as ‘the forgiveness of sins’ (26:28). The liberating mission of the Messiah is then, for Matthew, at a quite different level from that of popular expectation.”




(b)  The title ‘Son of Man’.  This is the title which Jesus uses to describe His own mission.  Matthew’s recording of this title differs little from that by Mark and Luke.  When the title ‘Christ’ was offered to Him, he substituted ‘the Son of man’ (26:64).  There is no clear evidence that the phrase ‘the Son of man’ was used thus as a title in any Jewish literature before the time of Jesus.  It is therefore likely that Jesus developed this strange usage Himself, perhaps deliberately, in order to avoid a familiar title (such as ‘Messiah’).  It seems most likely that Jesus ‘coined’ the title on the basis of the vision of ‘one like a son of man’ in Dan 7:13 (a passage to which he frequently referred in explaining his mission: 10:23; 16:27–28; 19:28; 24:30; 25:31; 26:64; 28:18); in Daniel this is no title, simply a description of a human figure (as opposed to an animal) in a vision, but Jesus’ definite article functions virtually as a demonstrative, ‘that Son of man’, i.e. the one described in Dan 7:13–14, which Jesus clearly saw as a figure for His own mission.  Jesus’ use of it as a title for himself extends far beyond what that passage suggests.  In addition to the future glory and triumph depicted in Dan 7:13–14, Jesus uses the phrase particularly in predicting His own rejection, suffering and death.  Further, He speaks of His ministry on earth, both in its humiliation (e.g. 8:20) and in its authority (e.g. 9:6; 12:8), under this title.”




(c)  King.  For Matthew Jesus is the true king: in 2:2 he presents Him as the real king of the Jews (in contrast with Herod), and in the genealogy of 1:1–17 Jesus’ royal ancestry is emphasized.  In 20:21 the disciples look forward to Jesus’ ‘kingdom’, and in 21:4–5 Matthew points out explicitly how Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem fulfils Zechariah’s prophecy of the coming of ‘your king’.  The theme of God’s kingship undergirds all Matthew’s Gospel, as indeed it was clearly central to Jesus’ ministry as all three Synoptic Gospels present it. The mission of Jesus was to establish God’s kingship.  It does not take much reading in Matthew to discover that the phrase we find there is usually ‘the kingdom of heaven’, a phrase totally absent from the other Gospels.  Matthew’s preference for this more typically Jewish form (avoiding direct use of the name of God by a periphrasis) is probably due to his predominantly Jewish readership.  At any rate, comparison of Synoptic parallels soon confirms that it is merely a stylistic peculiarity of Matthew, and that there is no difference in meaning.”




(d)  Son of God.  Generally language about Jesus as Son of God occurs not in His own words but in what is said about Him, whether by God Himself (3:17; 17:5), by Satan echoing the voice of God (4:3, 6), by demons with their supernatural knowledge (8:29), or by the disciples as their understanding of Jesus begins to deepen (14:33; 16:16–17).  Eventually the title comes into the center of Jesus’ confrontation with the Jewish leaders (26:63; 27:40, 43); but while they reject it with mockery, Gentile soldiers perceive its truth (27:54).  Several of these references are peculiar to Matthew, and the importance of this title for his Christology is shown as early as 2:15.  But its full significance comes out only at the end of the Gospel, where ‘the Son’ stands alongside the Father and the Holy Spirit as the object of a disciple’s allegiance (28:19).”



(3)  The Law.  Jesus’ fulfillment of the Law “was a major concern of Matthew.  We see Jesus in debate with the scribes and others over such questions as fasting, table-fellowship with ‘sinners’, the use of the sabbath, obligation to parents, ritual defilement, obligation to pay the temple tax, the grounds of divorce, imperial taxation, and which is the greatest commandment.  These were all issues of Rabbinic interest, and in such controversies Jesus consistently stands out as one who is not content simply to endorse existing interpretations of the law, but who calls for a more radical obedience which, while it may be less literal, is never less demanding.  It is not so much Jesus’ stance towards the law that Matthew is concerned to depict: it is how the Law stands with regard to Him, as the one who brings it to fulfilment and to whom all attention must now be directed.”



(4)  The People of God.  “Matthew’s presentation of fulfilment in Jesus goes still deeper.  He is also the ‘fulfilment’ of Israel itself.  His coming has brought a decisive change to what it means to be the special people of God.  Matthew writes from the point of view of a Jewish Christian, to whom Jewish interests are important, and yet who finds himself obliged to distance himself decisively from the majority of his nation.  We hear repeatedly Jesus’ condemnation of ‘this generation’ for its failure to recognize God’s messengers and to respond to His call (11:16–24; 12:38–45; 16:4; 17:17), culminating in the clear warning that now the rebellion of Israel has gone too far, and that the time for judgment has come (23:29–36), which leads on in its turn to the prediction of the destruction of the temple.  The terrible cry of ‘all the people’ in 27:24–25 makes it clear that Jesus is rejected by the nation as a whole, not just by its leaders, and the point is underlined by the use here not of ochloi (‘crowds’) but laos, the term particularly used for Israel in its privileged status as the people of God.  In the rejection of Jesus that status has been forfeited; God will find elsewhere ‘a nation which produces the fruit’ (21:43).  The loss of Israel’s privilege is not so much an end as a new beginning, opening the way for a true people of God to be constituted in which Jew and Gentile alike may be members, not now on the basis of their nationality, but of their response to Jesus.  It was not only in Jesus Himself, but also in this disciple group, in distinction from unbelieving Israel, that the true people of God was now to be found.  Jesus seems to have thought of them as a sort of ‘righteous remnant’ of Israel.  Jesus looked forward to a new basis of worship for the true people of God, and one that envisaged the literal destruction of the old order (24:2).  Suchpointers towards a new people of God are given further substance by Jesus’ deliberate choice of twelve disciples as the leadership of his new community.  Those who responded to Jesus’ message thus became a community of the forgiven.  Their lives would necessarily become conspicuously different from those around them, so that they, unlike the nation as a whole, would produce the ‘fruit’ God expected of His people.”

5.  M. S. Mills, The Life of Christ, 1999.
“Written by the disciple of that name for the Hebrew people, this Gospel presents Jesus as the Son of David, their promised Messiah; and the author set out to prove this claim with abundant quotations from the Old Testament prophecies.  Matthew details the rejection of Jesus by the Jews and explains that because of this rejection those millennial prophecies which Jesus did not fulfill at His first coming will be fulfilled in His second coming, and so answers all opposing argument. Matthew’s Gospel presents Jesus as the King.  Church tradition holds that Matthew first wrote his Gospel in Aramaic (the common language of the Jews of his day—and very close to Hebrew) and then later translated it into Greek.  This Aramaic version, dated before ad 50, would be the first Gospel.  Modern scholarship generally contradicts church tradition, for it widely holds that Mark was written first and that Matthew and Luke used it as their base, adding to it. I reject this theory [he is wrong in doing so] as it ignores the simple but strong pressures of the real-life situation facing the early Church. Church tradition makes good sense: what would be more likely than for the first Gospel to address the Jewish believers with whom the Church started?”

6.  R.C. H. Lenski, Commentary on the New Testament: The Interpretation of Saint Matthew’s GospeL, 1943.

a.  Using the common heading “According to Matthew, Mark, Luke, John,” which appears at the heading of each Gospel in best manuscripts known to Lenski in 1943 (Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus), he reasons “If the versions of ‘the glad news’ [gospel] ascribed to Mark and to Luke were penned by these two men, then the other two versions were likewise penned by the other two men.  This is quite decisive for determining the fact that the authorship of the First Gospel can be ascribed to none other than to Matthew himself.  The testimony of the captions exceeds the weight and value of the patristic statements [for example: Papias’ statement].  The letters of Ignatius and of Polycarp, the friend of Papias, about 110 A.D. give evidence that the congregations to whom they were addressed were entirely conversant with Matthew’s Gospel.”  Lenski gives numerous examples of quotations from Matthew used in the Didache and by others, and then concludes: “This early use of our Gospel makes the impression that Matthew, like the other evangelists was considered as one of the sacred writings known and established as authoritative throughout the church for many years.”


b.  Lenski makes a great point of the fact that the apostle John wrote his Gospel without having to explain details that were already well known from the previous information in the other three gospels.  John never challenges their authorship or authenticity, which he would surely have done had the other three gospels not been written by the person assigned to them or if they had not been considered the inspired word of God.

c.  Lenski goes into great logical detail to explain why Matthew never wrote a Hebrew or Aramaic gospel, which was later translated into Greek.  “Whatever Matthew wrote in Hebrew was so ephemeral that it disappeared completely at a date so early that even the earliest fathers never obtained sight of the writing.  Nor can this undeniable fact be reduced by the remark that when Matthew was translated into Greek, this Greek at once superseded the Hebrew.  Anything written in any language by one of the Twelve must have been highly prized and treasured accordingly.  The translation could not have been made as late as the year 90.  Then the Hebrew original would have been at hand at this late date.  But Mark and Luke were available in Greek for a score of years prior to 90.  Why, then, did the Hebrew Matthew continue in use to such an extent that finally a translation into Greek was deemed necessary?  Again, if besides the Greek Mark and Luke the Hebrew of Matthew held its place until a translation was made in the year 90, 
it cannot be assumed that the original Hebrew should have disappeared completely so soon. However generally the Greek translation was used in the churches, it would be only a translation.  The original of Matthew's Gospel would have been retained as being hallowed by the apostle's name and as being highly valuable for comparison with the translation.  Even if the translation be dated much earlier, the value of the original would have led to its preservation.  The conclusion is inevitable, Matthew himself never wrote an entire Gospel in Hebrew.  The ephemeral nature of what he wrote and the early complete disappearance of his writing attest this fact.  To assume the contrary is to surrender this decisive fact.”
  Lenski concludes a lengthy analysis and refutation of the Hebrew/Aramaic original theory by saying “Matthew himself wrote his Gospel, and he wrote it as we have it now, in Greek.”

d.  Refuting the theory that Matthew’s gospel is a Greek translation of an Aramaic/Hebrew original, Lenski notes the following: “It has often been remarked that the Greek of Matthew reads like an original.  Moulton calls the language ‘colorless Hellenistic of the average type’ and A.T. Robertson adds that ‘the book is not intensely Hebraistic’ even though it was evidently intended for former Jews.  All that Robertson ventures to say is that Matthew has an instinct for Hebrew parallelism and Hebrew elaboration, his thought and outlook being Hebraistic.  The attempt to prove that Matthew’s Gospel is a translation on linguistic evidence has been unsuccessful.”  He goes on to prove that all the Aramaic terms in the book were commonly well known to any Jew living in Palestine at that time.  A translator would have translated them into Greek rather than leaving them as Aramaic words in a Greek translation.  Lenski’s final conclusion is telling: “The fathers, from Papias to Eusebius, who perpetuated the old tradition regarding the Hebrew Gospel, themselves rest their assertion on reports that they had heard.  And none of these fathers, not even Papias himself, was able to name a single person who had seen—not to say handled—this alleged Hebrew Matthew.  The reports of the fathers regarding a Hebrew ‘Gospel’ must be considered as hearsay, unsupported by a tangible fact and contradicted by all the probabilities involved as well as by several uncontested facts.”


e.  Lenski contends that Matthew was the first gospel written, and written prior to 65 A.D. from an unknown location.  Matthew writes from the Jewish perspective for Jewish readers.  Jewish terms and matters receive little or no explanation—his readers are expected to understand.  “Matthew presents the Jewish nation in its true colors as manifesting the unbelief that rejected the Messiah, so that the Gentiles superseded the Jews, who failed to take their proper place in the New Testament kingdom.  When this feature of the Gospel is regarded as narrowing down the readers whom Matthew had in mind, namely already converted Jews, the fact is overlooked that unconverted Jews must likewise be shown this sad fact of national unbelief; for only by breaking away from it in true repentance can any Jew really enter the kingdom.  This break, too, must be decisive and complete.  Matthew leaves no illusions on this point.”


f.  “Omit the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and the four Gospels together, and each by itself, stand as inexplicable phenomena.  They simply could not have been produced.  The Spirit used each of these writers, taking each as he was, and enabled them to write, each in his own way, so that the writing was what the Spirit wanted for the church of the coming ages.  No wonder that all inspired writing thus stands in a class by itself, supreme over all other writing and stamped forever as divine.”

7.  W. C. Allen, The International Critical Commentary: St. Matthew, 1912.  The Gospel of Matthew “clearly shows itself to be a compilation by someone who has interwoven material from another or other sources into the framework of the second gospel [the gospel of Mark].  If he did so, then he [Matthew] composed his work in Greek, not in Hebrew.”
  In other words, Allen is saying that because so much of Matthew uses the structure, language, and incidents of Mark’s gospel, then it was hardly written first in Hebrew and then translated back into Greek.  Implied also is the fact that Mark had to have been written first for Matthew to use so much material from Mark.  The balance of this author’s assertions and conclusions are very liberal (Matthew is not the author; rather an editor complied information and put the book together; the date is either just before or right after 70 A.D., etc.).
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