MATTHEW
TITLE

Matthew, meaning “gift of the Lord’, was the other name for Levi (9:9), the tax collector who left everything to follow Christ (Luke 5:27,28). Matthew nowhere identifies himself as the author, but his authorship went unchallenged in the early church. 
CONTENT
The story of Jesus, including large blocks of teaching, from the announcement of His birth to the commissioning of the disciples to make disciples of the Gentiles

AUTHOR AND DATE
Scholars are divided over the certainty of Matthew’s authorship, but Papias (c.125) attributed “the first gospel” to Matthew, as did Eusebius (c.265-339) quoting Origen (c.185-254): 

    Among the four gospels, which are the only indisputable ones in the Church

    of God under heaven, I have learned by tradition that the first was written

    by Matthew who was once a publican, but afterwards an apostle of Jesus

    Christ, and it was prepared for the converts from Judaism
                                                            Ecclesiastical History (6:25)
Because of the use of Mark’s gospel, a date around 70AD is likely.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

This gospel was written predominantly for Jewish Christians with a commitment to the Gentile mission. The Jewish ‘flavour’ is strong. The opening genealogy traces back to Abraham. In contrast, Luke, aiming to show Christ as the Redeemer of humanity, goes back to Adam. Matthew quotes from Old Testament prophetic passages more than sixty times, emphasising Christ’s fulfillment of these promises. He usually cites Jewish custom without explanation, in contrast to the other gospels (eg. Mark 7:3; John 19:14). Christ is constantly referred to as ‘the Son of David’ (1:1; 9:27; 12:23;15:22; 20:30 ;21:9,15 ;22:42,45). Matthew is even careful to change the term ‘kingdom of God’ to ‘kingdom of heaven’ to avoid Jewish sensitivity about speaking God’s name.

Matthew’s use of Greek suggests he was writing as a Palestinian Jewish Christian to Hellenistic Jews/Jewish Christians who most probably lived in and around Antioch of Syria.
EMPHASES

Jesus is the Son of God, the (Messianic) King of the Jews; Jesus is God present with us in miraculous power; Jesus is the Church’s Lord; the teaching of Jesus has continuing importance for God’s people; the gospel of the kingdom is for all peoples – Jew and Gentile alike.
OVERVIEW
Matthew’s gospel fittingly opens the New Testament. It not only presents Jesus as the Jewish nation’s long awaited Messiah with extensive quotes from the Old Testament to prove the tie between the Messiah of promise and the Christ of history, but it also presents an extremely ordered arrangement of Jesus’ teaching. Matthew was the most often used Gospel in the early church, being cited by the early church fathers more than twice as often as any other Gospel.
The structure of Matthew is built around a double outline, both traced by recurring phrases. The first is biographical. The two points of division are Matthew 4:17 “From that time on Jesus began to preach, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near’” (italics added) and Matthew 16:21 “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life” (italics added). The first of these two passages indicates the rise of Jesus’ preaching ministry, bringing Him into public prominence. The second passage marks the beginning of the decline of His popularity and points to the culmination of the cross. Matthew so clearly marks these two points that his purpose was intentionally to show the single purpose of Jesus’ life but how this single purpose divides into two phases. 

The second structure of the gospel is peculiar to Matthew. The Gospel’s structure interweaves narrative (following Mark closely) with five blocks of teaching so seamlessly that the divisions are barely noticeable. The five blocks of teaching (5:1-7:29;10:11-42; 13:1-52; 18:1-35; [23:1] 24:1-25:46) are theme based, and each is marked off by a similar concluding formula – “When Jesus had finished (saying these things)”- which Matthew uses to transition back to the narrative.
The story opens with Jesus’ divine and human origins (chapters 1 and 2) and His preparation for public ministry (3:1-4:11). Thereafter, each combined block of ‘narrative with discourse’ forms a progressive part of the story, all centering in Jesus the Messianic King, inaugurating the time of God’s Kingly rule

4:12-7:29 proclamation of the Kingdom and life in the Kingdom

8:1-10:42 the power and mission of the Kingdom

11:1-13:52 questioning and opposition to the Kingdom and its mixed reception in the   

                  world

13:53-18:35 growing opposition, confession by the disciples, and special instructions

                    to the community of the King

19:1-25:46 mixed responses to the Prophet who now presents Himself as the King, 

                  and the judgement of those who reject Him

The story concludes with the trial, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, and the commissioning of the disciples to take the gospel to the nations (chapters 26-28)

UNDERSTANDING MATTHEW

From the outset Matthew’s concern is to present Jesus as Israel’s awaited and prophetically foretold Messiah. Jesus belongs to the genealogy of Israel’s royal line and fulfills the prophetic Messianic expectations. Matthew will 11 times add “This was to fulfill what was said (spoken) through the prophet(s)”. The gospel emphasises that Jesus’ ministry and teaching presuppose the authoritative nature of the Old Testament law (5:17-48) and that during His earthly ministry, Jesus focused on “the lost sheep of Israel” (10:6).
But at Jesus’ death, the temple curtain was torn in half (27:51) indicating a new dispensation in God’s dealings with humanity. God was now dealing with the world through His Son. Israel‘s time was fulfilled and God was now working with His new community, the Church.

Matthew presents Jesus as being in increasing opposition to the Pharisees and the teachers of the law (5:20; 12:38; 21:15; 22:15; 23:2-36), even quoting Jesus’ descriptions of the synagogues as “their/your synagogue(s)” (10:17; 13:54; 23:34).

At the same time, Matthew shows a clear concern for the mission to the Gentiles. Four women, primarily if not all Gentiles (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba) are included in the genealogy. Jesus is seen beginning His ministry in Galilee (4:12-16) which is seen as a fulfillment of Isaiah 9:1 – the people living in darkness, in Galilee of the Gentiles, have seen a great light – and it ends with a commissioning of the apostles (28:16-20) to make disciples of all the nations ( = Gentiles).
The early church was probably separated from the synagogue by the time this gospel was written, and so each would be claiming to be the true successors to the Old Testament promises. Matthew’s ‘defence’ was to present Jesus’ story noting how He fulfilled every Jewish Messianic expectation. After His birth, He is worshipped as “king of the Jews” (2:20) by Eastern royal figures. At His birth, baptism and transfiguration, He is signaled as God’s Son. His virgin birth fulfills Isaiah 7:14’s promise of “God with us” (cf.12:6,41,42: 28:20). He dies as “the king of the Jews” (27:37), and is even acknowledged by a Roman centurion as “Son of God” (27:54). Matthew recognises Jesus as Isaiah’s ‘suffering servant’ (20:28) and interprets His whole ministry (including the miraculous healings [8:17]) as too the opposition (12:17-21) in this context.
Very important to Matthew is the presentation of Jesus as the true interpreter of the law (5:17-48; 7:24-27). This is in obvious contrast to the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who have turned the law into a heavy yoke (11:28) that they burdened others with (23:4). Jesus is the Son who knows and reveals the Father (11:25-27) and who offers an easy yoke and light burden (11:28-30). Jesus ‘law’ encapsulates mercy and grace (9:13; 12:7; 20:30,34; 23:23). Those who experience this mercy are expected to show mercy in return (18:21-35; cf.5:7). Jesus came to fulfill the law and the words of the prophets, not to break them (5:17; 7:12). He presented and lived the righteousness of the kingdom that went far beyond the teaching of the Pharisees (5:20). In Matthew’s gospel, the disciples are the learners who are to model life in the kingdom.

So for Matthew Jesus is central to everything, and those who follow Him not only proclaim the kingdom – God’s mercy to sinners – but they are expected to live like Jesus (7:15-23). And when others respond to their proclamation of the King and His Kingdom, especially amongst the Gentiles, they are to disciple them by teaching them to observe all that Jesus proclaimed (28:19,20), both in their individual lives (chs.5-7) and in their church community (ch.18). Matthew has written his gospel in such a clear way that it could and would serve as a manual for such instruction.
These notes have drawn heavily on “How To Read The Bible Book By Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.269-272), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.303-313) and “New Testament Survey” by M.Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.149-159)
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AN OUTLINE OF MATTHEW
1:1 – 2:23 Prologue: Jesus’ Divine and Human Origins

Matthew’s genealogy explicitly places Jesus in the royal lineage (son of David) and anticipates the Gentile mission (son of Abraham). His birth from a virgin both fulfills prophecy and emphasises His divine origins (by the Spirit as “God with us”). The narrative of chapter 2 places Jesus being worshipped by Gentile royal court figures in the context of an attempted execution by Jewish royalty. Matthew gives the fullest account of Jesus early life.
3:1 – 4:11 Introduction to Jesus: His Baptism and Testing

Jesus is introduced to Israel by John the Baptist who consents to baptise Him. Jesus is immediately led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested as to who He is (Son of God) and why He is here (the royal /suffering servant mission). In His baptism and 40 day testing, Jesus steps into the role of Israel (through the Red Sea followed by 40 years in the desert). Jesus answers Satan with passages from Deuteronomy in the three principle areas Israel failed in her own testing.
4:12 – 7:29 The Proclamation of the Kingdom

The narrative portion of Part 1 is brief. Starting in Galilee Jesus gathers disciples, proclaims the good news of the kingdom and heals the sick (4:23-25 is a summary).

The discourse is set in the context of a mountain (as Moses on Sinai). The new Torah (teaching from the law) is the carefully structured Sermon on the Mount. The collection emphasises first the ‘gospel’ setting of the discourse (5:3-16, nine beatitudes plus affirmations that God’s people are salt and light).
The rest instructs the disciples on the new righteousness (the way of living in the kingdom) set in the context of “fulfilling” the Law and Prophets (5:17) and going beyond the demands of the Pharisees and teachers of the Law (traditionally “scribes”), especially ethical life over against the scribes (5:21-48) and the three religious duties of the Pharisee (6:1-18 almsgiving, prayer and fasting).

These are followed by admonitions to single-hearted trust in God (6:19-34 which renders life in the kingdom free from anxiety), just treatment of others (7:1-12), and obedience (7:13-27).
8:1 – 10:42 The Power and Mission of the Kingdom

The narrative portion of Part 2 contains eight miracle stories (with nine actual miracles). These stories emphasise the power of the kingdom, beginning with mercy for an outcast (8:1-4) and a Gentile (8:5-13) and include triumph over the natural elements and demons. Three short narratives are also included illustrating the cost of discipleship (8:18-22) and the beginning of opposition (9:9-17). 

The discourse in this section is set in the context of Jesus sending out the twelve (10:1-14) “into his harvest field” (9:37,38). Jesus’ sayings here anticipate the church’s mission in future days. The summarising statement of 11:1a begins the next section.
11:1 - 13:52 Questioning of and Opposition to Jesus and the Kingdom

In the narrative part of this section, Jesus is both questioned and opposed by “this generation” (11;1-19; 12:1-14). These two narratives bracket Jesus’ judgement on unrepentant Israel (11:20-24) and His invitation to the humble who are oppressed by the burden of Pharisaism (11:25-30).

The opposition is seen as “fulfillment” of the Isaiah suffering servant (12:15-21 citing Isaiah 42:1-4 the first of the servant passages). This is followed by two more narratives of opposition (12:22-45 God’s stronger man has come and bound the lesser strong man and is plundering his house, and 12:46-50 affirming the humble poor who follow Jesus and do God’s will).
The discourse is seven parables (13:1-52) with the common thread of the world’s very mixed reception to the kingdom, contrasted with the reaction by those who recognise its extraordinary value (13:44-46).
Note how the opening sentence of the next section summarises this discourse.

13:53 – 18:35 Opposition to and Confession of Jesus

The narrative portion of Part 4 (13:53 – 17:27) will illustrate preceding themes (varied responses to Jesus from 13:3-52) while at the same time gaining momentum toward the final week in Jerusalem. It begins with the rejection of God’s prophets (13:53-58 Jesus in his hometown, 14:1-12 John the Baptist by Herod) followed by two miracles (14:13-36). Matthew then sets controversy with the Pharisees (15:1-20) in contrast with the faith of a Gentile woman (15:21-28)

A second feeding miracle (15:29-39) leads to Jesus being tested by the Pharisees and                       Saduccees (16:1-4) which in turn leads Jesus to warn the disciples against their teaching  (16:5-12), which will lead to the climax of the disciples’ confession that Jesus is the Messiah (16:13-20). The disciples are now told what is to come – Jesus will die in Jerusalem (16:21-23). They are given special instruction on discipleship (16:24-28) while Peter, James and John see His resurrection glory in advance (17:1-13).
Another triumph over demons provides for teaching on faith (17:14-21) followed by a second prediction of Jesus’ death (17:22,23) and his announcement that His followers are exempt from temple regulations (17:24-27).
The discourse in this section (18:1-35) picks up the discipleship theme and is singularly concerned with relationships within the believing community. After establishing the nature of discipleship, Matthew includes instructions – not causing little ones to stumble (18:6-90, seeking the wandering ones (18:10-14), dealing with sin against one another (18:15-20) and forgiveness (18:21-35).
Again the first sentence in the next section concludes this discourse.

19:1 – 25:46 Jerusalem Receives and Rejects Her King
The narrative portion of this final section (19:1-22:46) puts Jesus first in “the region of Judea” (19:1) and then in Jerusalem itself  (21:1) for His final week. The narrative in the first half (Matthew 19,20) continues the theme of opposition and discipleship. After opposing the Pharisees’ easy view of divorce (19:1-12), the childlike nature of discipleship (19:13-15) is reinforced over against the rich, who find it hard to enter the kingdom (19:16-26).

Further instruction on discipleship follows – the last will be first in the kingdom (19:27-30); it’s the undeserving who receive mercy to the consternation of those who consider themselves worthy (20:1-16). A third passion prediction (19:17-19) is followed by a desire for positions of authority in the kingdom (19:20-24). Jesus responds by assuming the role of the suffering servant (19:25-28) which they are to model (19:25-28).

On the way to Jerusalem Jesus heals two blind men (20:29-34). The eyes of the blind are opened but those who see will be shown to be blind. Then Jesus presents Himself to Israel as its long awaited King (21:1-11 fulfilling Zechariah 9:9 and Psalm 118:25,26) and marks off the Temple as His own (21:12-17 cf. Malachi 3:1-4). Most of the rest of the narrative (21:23-22:46) is a series of ‘conflict stories’ interspersed with parables, which together illustrate the clash over Jesus’ authority that will lead to His execution.

The discourse that follows prophetically announces judgement on the teachers of the law and the Pharisees (23:1-39), before Jesus leaves the Temple (23:28 “your house is left to you desolate”). He pronounces judgement against Jerusalem (24:1-28) in light of the end itself (24:29-35), calling for watchfulness and service on the part of His followers (24:36-25:46).

26:1 – 28:20 The King is Tried, Crucified and Raised

The final rejection of Jesus in Jerusalem (26:1-27:66) includes His trial, denial, crucifixion, death and burial. Matthew emphasises the end of the old and beginning of the new by recounting the Temple curtain being torn in two and the firstfruits resurrection of some recognised holy people (27:51-53)
Matthew’s final chapter opens with Jesus’ grave empty and the angelic pronouncement that He has risen (28:1-10). After noting an alternative report circulated by some of the Jewish leaders (28:11-15) about what happened to Jesus, Matthew concludes with the commissioning of the disciples and the affirmation that all authority has been given to Christ, who will remain to the end of the age with those who continue to carry out their commission from Him (28:16-20).
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.272-276)

© Geoff Wilson 2009

