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“This engaging and highly readable commentary will become a standard
resource for preachers, teachers, seminary students, and anyone looking
for deeper insight into Matthew’s Gospel. Especially helpful is the intro-
duction in which Powell lays out ‘themes’ of the Gospel that are woven
throughout. Powell brings together a wealth of recent scholarship and
shows how new perspectives are helpful for reflection, interpretation,
and application.”
—Cynthia M. Campbell, President Emerita, McCormick Theological
Seminary, and retired pastor of Highland Presbyterian Church

“Powell’s lifetime of studying Matthew’s Gospel culminates in this

thoughtful and well-informed study. Readers will find much that is help-

ful in this commentary, provoking many insights and further engage-
ment with the Gospel’s text.”

—Warren Carter, LaDonna Kramer Meinders Professor

of New Testament, Phillips Theological Seminary

“Powell is a masterful interpreter and guide. First-time students of the
First Gospel will appreciate his conversational tone, honesty, and ability
to move between the past and the present. Preachers and teachers will
find fresh, perceptive insights. Powell summarizes Matthew’s key themes
in the introduction and references them throughout the commentary,
taking deeper dives in timely excursuses. By the end of the journey, read-
ers will have a deep appreciation for both the Gospel and the guide who
led them through it.”
—R. Alan Culpepper, Dean Emeritus,
McAfee School of Theology, Mercer University

“As did its illustrious forerunner, the new Interpretation Bible Com-
mentary series offers clergy, teachers, and students one of the richest
interpretive resources for biblical inquiry and homiletical engagement.
Integrating literary, historical, theological, and pastoral insights from
an inclusive group of preeminent scholars and teachers, these volumes
reflect the major shifts in interpretive strategies for a dramatically chang-
ing contemporary context. Whether one is leaning into research or pre-
paring to preach, these volumes are a replete resource.”
—Brian K. Blount, General Editor of
the Interpretation Bible Commentary series,
and President Emeritus, Union Presbyterian Seminary
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SERIES FOREWORD

The work of biblical interpretation is ever-changing because the art
of reading and understanding is profoundly shaped by the lives of
interpreters and their communities. The original Interpretation series
was designed to meet the needs of clergy, teachers, and students as a
resource that integrates literary, historical, theological, and pastoral
insights. The decision to extend and reframe that series as the Inter-
pretation Bible Commentary reflects awareness of the vast histori-
cal, cultural, and ecclesial changes that have occurred since the last
volume of the previous series was published in 2005. These new vol-
umes reflect the major changes in interpretative strategies as well as
a keen awareness of a dramatically changing contemporary context.

Prominent among the significant changes in the interpretive
landscape is the expanded range of voices in biblical scholarship. Bib-
lical interpretation has always been a diverse, vibrant undertaking,
but that breadth has not been reflected in publications. The diversity
of contributors in this renewed series reflects respect and apprecia-
tion for a broad array of witnesses.

The primary focus of the Interpretation Bible Commentary
series remains unchanged from its predecessor: to invite its readers
into the lively work of careful biblical interpretation for the purpose
of faithful exposition. Preachers and teachers seeking reflective guid-
ance from the biblical texts will find these volumes an illuminating
and highly accessible resource. This Interpretation Bible Commen-
tary series will tend to the needs of its twenty-first-century audience
while maintaining the priorities of its creators. The words of the orig-
inal editors—James Mays, Patrick Miller, and Paul Achtemeier—still
ring true: “What is in mind is the work of an interpreter who brings
theological and pastoral sensitivity to the task and creates an inter-
pretation which does not stop short with judgments about the text
but is engaged in a dialogue of seeing and hearing with it as a con-
temporary believer.”

Empbhasizing both sound critical exegesis and strong theological
sensibilities, these new volumes employ innovative approaches that
allow for fresh readings of biblical texts, including difficult passages.

Xi
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Series Foreword

The series empowers readers to engage God’s creation and our place
in it with fresh eyes. Through their engagement with Scripture, the
commentaries illumine our relationship with God, each other, and
creation so that readers are propelled with new understanding and
energy for fulfilling God’s claims upon us in our rapidly changing
global context.

Using several interpretive methodologies that are appropriate for
the varying biblical texts, these volumes promise a compelling inter-
pretation for the church and world today. Each exposition will situ-
ate the respective biblical books historically, theologically, literarily,
and socially, providing a rich resource for unleashing the homiletical
and formational potential of the text.

The text on which the commentary is based is the New Revised
Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVue). Because this transla-
tion is widely available, the printing of a text in the commentary
itself is unnecessary. Each commentary is divided into sections
appropriate to the particular book. Instead of offering a verse-by-
verse interpretation, the commentary deals with passages as a whole.
Thematic topics that are especially pertinent or have great bearing on
the biblical book are addressed in excursuses. A “For Further Read-
ing” section provides resources that are instructive for broadening
the reader’s hermeneutical horizons and diversify the reader’s under-
standing of how to approach the text.

The writers and editors hope these volumes will explain and
apply the meaning and significance of the biblical texts while
addressing key contemporary issues. The Interpretation Bible Com-
mentary series is intended to draw the reader into an interpretative
community where, collegially, reader and interpreter can more fruit-
fully engage these ancient texts for present living.

The Editors



Introduction

Popular Christian tradition ascribes this Gospel to the tax collector
named Matthew; according to this book, he became one of Jesus’
twelve disciples (9:9; 10:3). Modern scholars, however, regard the
book as written by an unknown Christian in an urban setting (pos-
sibly Antioch) around the year 85 CE. He was almost certainly a
Jewish Christian (or perhaps better put, “a Christian Jew”) who for
some time had led a congregation of Jewish believers in Jesus, a com-
munity that had probably been ostracized by other Jewish groups
and had experienced an influx of gentile converts. So, the Gospel was
written for a community in transition and experiencing something
of an identity crisis.

Further, it is widely (though not universally) believed that Mat-
thew had two primary sources for his work: the Gospel of Mark,
which he edited in accord with his interests and theology, and the
early collection of Jesus’ teachings that scholars call “the Q source”
(cf. German, Quelle). In this commentary, we note the likely source
for Matthew’s material in italics at the beginning of each set of texts
to be discussed. Sometimes we will also identify significant redac-
tional changes that Matthew appears to have made in the material
used (e.g., when he changes a story taken from Mark so that it now
means something quite different). We do not dwell on such matters,
however, because the primary goal of this commentary is to elucidate
how Matthew’s readers would be expected to understand or respond
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to the narrative that we now possess. Thus, we are interpreting the
text of Matthew in what is conventionally called its “finished form,”
with only slight attention to the book’s compositional history. For
the most part, we do not ask what material might have meant in
a prior context, before it was incorporated into Matthew’s Gospel.
Rather, we will look at the book as we now have it and attempt to
understand it from the perspective of its implied readers or assumed
audience: What are readers supposed to get out of this book? How
are they expected to be affected by it and respond to it?

MATTHEW’S GOSPEL THEN AND NOW

Like all volumes in the new Interpretation Bible Commentary series,
this commentary will keep two questions in the background at all times.

1. What did Masthews Gospel offer its original readers? Obvi-
ously, Matthew’s Gospel provided its original readers with a coherent
account of the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus the Christ,
the Son of God. But we can answer this question with greater speci-
ficity. Matthew’s readers already had the Gospel of Mark (and prob-
ably a collection of Jesus’ sayings). Apparently Matthew intended his
book to replace those documents as his church’s sacred text (other-
wise, we would expect him to explain or defend some of his redac-
tional changes). So the question might be considered in terms of
what Matthew’s Gospel offered its readers that the other documents
did not. We will consider that question throughout the commen-
tary, but at the outset we can state that Matthew probably found the
Gospel of Mark to be inadequate in at least four ways: (a) Mark does
not present Christ as currently present among his followers, and thus
the locus of God’s continuing presence in the world is ambiguous.
(b) Mark offers little insight with regard to the discernment of God’s
will for new contexts or changing situations. (c) Mark’s portrait of
discipleship does not address the possibility of progress and thus it
provides little hope or incentive for improvement. And (d) Mark’s
Gospel does not present the messianic movement of Jesus’ follow-
ers as a faithful (perhaps the only faithful) expression of traditional
Israelite (Jewish) religion. All these points may be gathered under
one umbrella observation: from Matthew’s perspective, the Gospel
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of Mark contains no effective doctrine of the church. Addressing this
concern may have been Matthew’s major incentive for producing a
replacement Gospel.

2. What does Matthew’s Gospel offer readers today? Matthew’s Gos-
pel tells the story of Jesus, with emphasis upon his teaching and on
his mission as the Son of God, who came to fulfill the Law and the
Prophets (5:17), call sinners (9:13), build a church (16:18), and give
his life as a ransom for many (20:28). This story is almost two thou-
sand years old and is told in ways that can be mystifying (testing our
knowledge of ancient Roman customs and Jewish practices) or off-
putting (portraying opponents of Christianity in ways that are grossly
stereotyped and unfair); it is told from a perspective that assumes we
espouse beliefs and values we might not actually espouse (e.g., that
demons are literally real and dangerous, or that slavery is an accept-
able social institution). Still, the book offers much that allows for
engagement with contemporary issues and concerns: (a) As indicated
in the preceding paragraph, Matthew’s Gospel is a highly significant
book for developing a biblical understanding of the church—not so
much as an institution, but as a movement of people who are carry-
ing out the mission of God and manifesting the presence of God in
the world. (b) Matthew’s Gospel is the most important book in the
Bible for Christian ethics, not only because of its emphasis on the
moral teaching of Jesus but also because of its sustained hermeneutic
of “binding and loosing,” by which faith communities might inter-
pret Scripture to discern the will of God in diverse circumstances
and ever-changing contexts. (c) Matthew’s Gospel offers a realistic
but inspiring appraisal of human potential: steering a middle path
between Mark’s “disciples as failures” and Luke’s “disciples as heroes,”
Matthew tells a story of how fallible people of “little faith” can nev-
ertheless be the salt of the earth and light of the world. (d) Mat-
thew’s Gospel provides a compelling portrait of a world (or, at least,
of a countercultural community) in which compassion and mercy
are prime virtues, forgiveness and justice are top priorities, children
are valued, outcasts are accepted, enemies are loved, and all people
are treated with unselfish benevolence. (e) Matthew’s Gospel is one
of the most important texts in the Bible for Jewish-Christian dia-
logue—in spite of (or perhaps because of) its harsh rhetoric against
the Jewish leaders who are said to have opposed Jesus. And (f) Mat-
thew’s Gospel offers one of the most devastating critiques of coercive
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power and systemic injustice to be found anywhere in the Bible or,
for that matter, in all of world literature.

The point might also be stated thus: Matthew’s Gospel offers
modern readers a paradigmatic pathway for understanding the ben-
efits and deficits of Christianity. When Christians have gotten things
wrong (Crusades, colonialism, divinely sanctioned sexism or racism,
anti-Semitism), they have almost always cited Matthew’s Gospel in
support of their beliefs and actions. But when Christians have got-
ten things right (empowering the weak; protecting the vulnerable;
opposing any and all forms of violence; striving for peace, justice,
responsible stewardship, and radical inclusivity), they have likewise
almost always cited Matthew’s Gospel in support of their beliefs and
actions. The book has a complicated legacy: understanding Matthew
is the best way to grasp and evaluate that legacy.

READING MATTHEW

For the most part, this commentary serves as a guide for reading
Matthew in a way that would be expected of its implied readers or
assumed audience. At a basic level, this simply means understanding
the Gospel on its own terms, as a literary work in its finished form
(see Powell 2009). Still, this Gospel was written almost two thousand
years ago in a world very different from our own. Some might ask,
Is it possible for readers today to understand such a book the way its
readers were expected to understand it? I think we can come pretty
close, but I grant that for us to do so perfectly, three things would
have to happen:

1. We would have to receive the story the way the author assumed
we would receive it: out loud, in Greek, and as a continuous narra-
tive that unfolds from beginning to end.

2. We would have to know everything the author assumed we
would know, but no more than this. Thus, we would know the
Hebrew Scriptures and many things about the Roman and Jewish
worlds of the late first century, but we probably would not know
other writings of the New Testament, nor doctrinal propositions
from later Christianity, nor anything about the world that has come
to light only as a result of scientific research or intellectual study in
the years since this Gospel was written.
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3. We would have to #hink the way the author assumed the
book’s readers would think, coming to the story with the beliefs and
values expected of us, but not with beliefs or values that the author
never would have anticipated his readers might espouse. So, we
would accept that angels are actively involved in human affairs and
sometimes guide people through dreams, but we would not believe
that democracy is a preferred form of government or that capitalism
is a desirable economic system.

Actually doing these three things could be arduous if not impos-
sible, so we must use our imagination: we may need to pretend
that we are hearing the story out loud from beginning to end; we
may need to pretend that we know nothing about Luke’s alterna-
tive Christmas narrative; we may need to pretend that we harbor a
patriarchal mindset that allows (or even endorses) social inequities
defined by an outmoded concept of gender.

I know this can be difficult, but we are only pretending—and
this is only a first step. Eventually, of course, we will want to interpret
Matthew in light of other information, and we will want to evaluate
Matthew in light of our preferred and no doubt more enlightened
ideologies. I trust that you will do that—and help others to do it. I
make suggestions here and there along those lines, but this commen-
tary is primarily concerned with the indispensable first step: deter-
mining how Matthew’s readers would be expected to understand the
Gospel. My job is to serve as your guide in this regard. I know that
you are not actually hearing the Gospel read out loud in Greek from
beginning to end, so I will sometimes indicate how a reader who was
doing that might get something out of the text that you are likely to
miss. And I will sometimes provide information about things you
might not know if and when I'm pretty sure that the author assumed
you would know these things. And, yes, there will be times when I
try to unravel tendencies to read texts in light of modern knowledge
and contemporary values rather than understanding them in light
of the knowledge and values readers were assumed to possess. This
last point becomes especially significant when the narrative seeks to
challenge an anticipated value system. Jesus words to Peter regard-
ing forgiveness (Matt 18:22) will only be shocking to a reader who
believes Peter’s offer to forgive someone seven times was extraordi-
narily generous (18:21). Likewise, a modern reader may be inclined
to think that the Canaanite woman in Matthew 15:21-29 is assertive
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or bold when she shouts after Jesus in public, but I suspect the reader
is expected to regard her as obnoxious: the question then becomes,
how would a reader who thinks this woman is obnoxious be affected
by what follows, when Jesus praises the “obnoxious” woman for her
great faith? Appreciating the narrative’s rhetorical moves demands
that we (temporarily) adopt the perspective of the narrative’s implied
readers or assumed audience.

A subtle but important part of reading the Gospel in this way
entails recognizing that it is in fact a szory: a narrative employing liter-
ary devices and rhetoric that are expected to guide or affect readers in
particular ways. Most of the time we get this: when Matthew writes,
“The disciples said . . . ,” we know that the twelve men did not all
speak in unison. But sometimes a historical interest in events that lie
behind this story leads readers to miss the fictive (fiction-like) nature
of the discourse. For example, many of the characters in Matthew’s
story are “flat characters,” embodying only one or two basic traits; in
this way they are not like the real flesh-and-blood people on whom
they might be based. The Pharisees who are characters in this story
are hypocrites—and almost nothing else. In reality, it seems unlikely
that all Pharisees at the time of Jesus were hypocrites, or that any of
them were hypocrites all the time. Even if they were, they would have
had other traits as well. But in Matthew, the character group that
we identify as “the Pharisees” functions to personify a characteristic:
hypocrisy essentially becomes a character in the story. As a result,
if we read Matthew in order to learn about first-century Pharisees,
we may be misled or disappointed; but if we read Matthew to learn
about hypocrisy, we may be treated to some rewarding insights.

THEMES IN MATTHEW

Most people who use this commentary will probably turn to indi-
vidual sections to see what is said about selected passages. I hope it
serves such purposes well, but its utility will be increased by noting
how some matters are treated throughout the Gospel in ways that
transcend individual pericopes. To that end, here I summarize some
of the recurrent themes developed throughout the Gospel; 1 have
numbered them for ease of reference. In the main body of the com-
mentary, | often refer my readers to these summaries so that they can
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see how a subject in the text under discussion is featured in the Gos-
pel as a whole. Themes specific to the passion narrative (Matt 26-27)
are treated in a special section later in the commentary (see p. 281).

Theme 1. The abiding presence of God. From the virginal concep-
tion of Jesus onward, Matthew insists that “God is with us” (1:23),
and numerous passages unique to this Gospel explore ways in which
God’s presence is manifest in the world. These include traditional
affirmations of God’s presence in the temple (23:21) and more inno-
vative declarations of God’s presence in Jesus as well as in his follow-
ers (10:40). Matthew also assumes that while the divine presence in
our world is assured (18:20; 28:20), it may assume unlikely guises so
as to go unrecognized by the righteous and the wicked alike (25:31—
46). We may summarize his understanding of God’s active presence
in the world in terms of three propositions:

* God is present in Jesus

— Jesus is born and, so, “God is with us” (1:23)

— Jesus is worshiped (2:11; 9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 20:20; 28:9, 17)
* Jesus is present in the church

— with little children (18:5)

— with people who gather in his name to pray (18:20)

— with needy members of his spiritual family (25:37-40)

— with those who receive bread and wine in his name (26:26-28)

— with people who baptize, teach, and make disciples (28:19-20)
* The church is present in the world

— as salt of the earth and light of the world (5:13-16)

— as sheep in the midst of wolves (10:16)

— as victorious over the gates of Hades (16:18)

— to make disciples of all nations (28:19)

These three propositions are expressed in a single verse when Jesus
says to his followers, “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and
whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me” (10:40).

A few words of explication may fill out the points on the pre-
ceding list. First, Matthew’s affirmation that God is present in Jesus
goes a shade beyond mere insistence that God aczs through Jesus.
For Matthew, the reality of God’s presence is tied to the very exis-
tence of Jesus, which is why the affirmation that “God is with us”
only becomes true when Jesus physically enters the world (1:23).
Of course, Matthew must believe that God has been present with
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the people of Israel in the past, before Jesus was born, but the pres-
ence of God manifested now in Jesus is something unprecedented
and superlative. God may have dwelt in the Jerusalem temple, but
the coming of Jesus represents “something greater than the temple”
(12:6). Just how far Matthew is willing to take this becomes evident
when we trace the theme of worship in this Gospel: worshiping Jesus
apparently counts as worshiping God (see Excursus: Worship in the
Gospel of Matthew, p. 51).

Still, if Jesus were regarded only as a figure in the past, the notion
that God was once present in him would have little relevance. So,
Matthew goes on to emphasize that Jesus is not merely a past figure
but also a lively present one who is still active. The continuing pres-
ence of Jesus is most clearly evident in the community of his follow-
ers, which Matthew calls “the church” (16:18; 18:17). Given this, we
might suppose that Matthew’s answer to someone seeking the pres-
ence of God would be, “Go to the church, and there you will find
the God who is present in Jesus.” But Matthew does not really expect
seekers to do this. Thus, a third proposition: the church is present in
the world. For Matthew, the church is not a static institution but a
dynamic movement, an assembly of missionaries who go out into the
world willing to suffer in order to bring good news, healing, and life
(10:7-8). The world may not appreciate them, but it will be a better
place because of them.

Theme 2. Reign or rule of God/heaven. Jesus frequently speaks
about what the NRSVue and other English Bibles call the “king-
dom of God” or “kingdom of heaven.” The two terms are synony-
mous though Matthew seems to prefer the latter, which avoids use
of God’s name in deference to certain Jewish pieties (cf. Exod 20:7).
As is well known, the Greek word basilea (NRSVue, “kingdom”) is a
cognate noun that expresses verbal action. Almost all scholars agree
that “reign” or “rule” would be a better translation because those are
cognate “action nouns” in English (while “kingdom” is not). Thus
the word does not refer to a place that can be located in space and
time, but to the phenomenon of God’s ruling: the reign of God, or
rule of heaven, is found whenever and wherever God is in charge.
This is easily illustrated by considering two famous lines from the
Lord’s Prayer. In English, we often pray, “Your kingdom come, your
will be done” (cf. 6:10), but what does it mean for God’s “kingdom”
to come? Scholars recognize an instance of Hebraic parallelism here;
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the same request is made in slightly different words: God’s “king-
dom” comes when God’s will is done—or better, God’s reign or rule
may be seen as becoming effective whenever and wherever what God
wants to happen takes place.

Still, Matthew does affirm both present and future expressions
of this reality: people experience the benefits of God’s rule already
(12:28) even though the full consummation of that rule is still to
come (6:9-10, 33; 16:28; 26:29). This theme has obvious connec-
tions to the preceding one: the reign of God (like the presence of
God) is manifested through Christ’s abiding presence, which is man-
ifested in and through the church’s activity in the world.

Here is a partial list of Matthew’s fifty references to the reign
of God or rule of heaven (in all cases, NRSVue uses the word
“kingdom”):

* John the Baptist (3:2), Jesus (4:17), and the apostles (10:7) all proclaim
that “the rule of heaven has come near.”

* Jesus proclaims the good news of God’s reign in Galilean synagogues
(4:23; 9:35; see also 24:14).

* Jesus says the poor in spirit (5:3) and the persecuted (5:10) are blessed
because heaven rules them.

* Jesus indicates that faithfulness to Torah will determine who is called
least or great in the rule of heaven (5:19), but the scribes and Pharisees
will never enter the rule of heaven (5:20; see also 23:13).

* Jesus teaches his disciples to pray, “Your rule come. Your will be done,
on earth as in heaven” (6:10).

* Jesus says to seek first the reign of God and God’s righteousness, and all
else will be added to you (6:33).

* Jesus says that not those who call him “Lord,” but those who do the
will of the Father will enter the rule of heaven (7:21).

* Jesus says that people from east and west will eat with Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob when God’s reign is finally manifested, while some of the
“heirs” originally intended to benefit from that reign will be excluded
(8:11-12; see also 21:43).

* Jesus says that John the Baptist was the greatest man ever born, but the
least in the rule of heaven is greater than he (11:11).

* Jesus says his exorcisms are evidence that the reign of God has come
(12:28).

¢ In parables, Jesus compares the rule of heaven to various types of seed
(13:19, 24, 31), to yeast (13:33), to a treasure (13:45), to a valuable
pearl (13:45), and to a net (13:47). See also 18:23; 20:1; 22:2; 25:1.
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* Jesus says that every scribe trained for the rule of heaven knows to
treasure what is new and what is old (13:52).

* Jesus promises Peter the keys of the rule of heaven so he can bind and
loose on earth what will consequently be bound and loosed in heaven
(16:19).

* Jesus says that some of his disciples will live to see the Son of Man com-
ing to reign over all (16:28).

* Jesus indicates that little children and people who become as humble
(insignificant) as little children are the greatest in the rule of heaven
(18:1—4; see also 19:14).

* Jesus says it is harder for a rich person to enter the rule of heaven than
for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle (19:23-24).

¢ 'The mother of James and John asks Jesus to grant her sons the two best
seats in the rule of heaven (20:21).

* At the Last Supper, Jesus says he will not drink wine again undil he
drinks it with his disciples when they are reunited after death in the
Father’s reign (26:29).

Theme 3. The mission of God. Matthew explicates God’s mission
in the world as being conducted first through the earthly Jesus and
then through the exalted Jesus, who abides with his followers and
remains active through the community called “the church” (16:18;
18:17). There is remarkable consistency between these two phases
of the mission, as may be seen by describing them in parallel col-
umns in the accompanying table. In each case, the basic mission can
be summarized in a single phrase. The primary task of Jesus was to
save his people from their sins. The primary calling of the church is
simply “to bear fruit,” which means to be the people who have been
saved from their sins, people in whom and through whom the mis-
sion of God begun in Jesus continues to be manifested. In both cases
the mission has a strong eschatological character (with emphasis on
the rule of heaven and the cross), an ethical dimension, and a com-
munal focus.

God'’s Mission through Jesus God’s Mission
through the Church
To save his people from To bear fruit (13:23; 21:43)
their sins (1:21)
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Eschatological Character
(Rule of heaven and cross)

* to preach the good news of
the rule of heaven (4:17, 23;
9:35)

* to forgive sins (9:6; 26:28)

* to plunder the house of Satan
(12:29)

* to die on the cross for the sake
of many (20:28; 26:28)

* to be raised from the dead
(16:21; 17:9, 23; 20:19)

Eschatological Character
(Rule of heaven and cross)
* to preach the good news
of the rule of heaven (10:7;
24:14)
* to forgive sins (6:12;
18:21-25)
* to overcome the gates of
Hades (16:18)
* to carry the cross in self-denial
(16:24)
* to tell people Jesus has
been raised from the dead
(27:64)

Ethical Dimension
* to fulfill the Law and Prophets

(5:17)

— by living as a servant
(20:28)

— by interpreting the law
with authority (5:21-48;
7:28-29)

Ethical Dimension
¢ to do the will of God

(12:49-50)

— by living as servants
(20:25-26)

— by binding and loosing the
law with authority (16:19;
18:18)

Communal Focus
* to build the church (16:18)
— by making disciples
(4:18-22; 9:9; 10:1-4)
— by calling sinners (9:9-13)
— by revealing the Father
(1:27)

Communal Focus
* to increase the church (13:23)
— by making disciples (28:19)
— by seeking sinners
(18:12-17)
— by confessing the Son

(10:32-33)

Theme 4. A positive Jewish orientation. Many passages in Mat-
thew’s Gospel display a strong orientation toward the Jewish people

and affirmation of Jewish tradition:

* The Gospel begins with a genealogy that presents Jesus as the culmi-
nation of promises made to the Jews through Abraham and David

(1:1-17).
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* 'The very reason Jesus is called “Jesus” (God saves) is because “he will
save his people from their sins” (1:21): “his people” refers at least ini-
tially and primarily to “the Jewish people.”

* Jesus disciples are explicitly commanded during his earthly life, “Do not
take a road leading to gentiles, and do not enter a Samaritan town, but
go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (10:5-6; cf. 28:16-20).

* Jesus also insists that he has been “sent only to the lost sheep of the
house of Israel” (15:24).

* Jesus respects Jewish institutions, paying the temple tax so as not to
give offense (17:24-27) and deploring what he regards as desecrations
of the temple (21:12-13).

* Jesus says that God dwells in the temple (23:21) and laments the
destruction that he knows is coming upon Jerusalem (23:37-39).

Also note the emphasis on “fulfillment of prophecy” (Theme 6) and
the insistence on the continuing validity of Torah (Theme 7).

Of course, this Gospel’s concern for the Jewish people and gen-
eral affirmation of Jewish religion are easily overshadowed by the nar-
rative’s extremely harsh and negative portrayal of the religious leaders
of Israel (Theme 14). But Matthew’s narrative distinguishes between
Jewish leaders and Jewish people: the leaders are always opposed to
God, but the people as a whole never are (though they can be mis-
led by their leaders, 27:20; 28:15). In similar fashion, gentile rulers
(like Herod and Pilate) are invariably opposed to Jesus, but gentiles
in general (despite their many failings; see Theme 5) are not. In this
Gospel it is the possession and use of worldly power rather than eth-
nicity that sets people in opposition to God (see Theme 16).

Theme 5. Condescending acceptance of gentiles. Matthew’s Gospel
concludes somewhat triumphantly with a commission to make disci-
ples of gentiles (“all nations,” 28:16-20). This will not come as a total
shock to the reader because Jesus has already been impressed by the
faith of individual gentiles (8:5-13; 15:21-28), and the gentile magi
in the birth narrative have prefigured the manner in which pagans
from many nations will come to worship “the king of the Jews”
(2:1-12). Jesus has spoken of the good news of the rule of heaven
being “proclaimed throughout the world” (24:14) and suggested that
people from many nations (probably gentiles) will participate in the
reign of God when some of those for whom it was intended (prob-
ably Jews) are shut out (8:11-12; 21:43; see also 22:8-9).

All this, however, seems to come with an attitude of conde-
scension, a recognition that certain agypical gentiles will be counted
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worthy even though, generally speaking, gentiles are not the sort
of folk with whom godly people would want to associate. Indeed,
Jesus’ words in Matthew often suggest that he doesn’t think highly
of gentiles:

* Jesus tells his disciples, “If you greet only your brothers and sisters,
what more are you doing than others? Do not even the gentiles do the
same?” (5:47).

* Jesus tells his disciples, “When you are praying, do not heap up empty
phrases as the gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard because
of their many words” (6:7).

* Jesus tells his disciples, “Do not worry about your life, what you will
eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. . . .
For it is the gentiles who seek all these things; and indeed your heav-
enly Father knows that you need all these things” (6:25-32).

* Jesus sends his disciples out on a healing mission, telling them, “Do
not take a road leading to the gentiles, and do not enter a Samari-
tan town, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(10:5-6).

* Jesus warns his disciples, “You will be dragged before governors and
kings because of me, as a testimony to them and the gentiles” (10:18).
Here “gentiles” are cited as one example of “wolves” into whose midst
Jesus’ disciples are sent as “sheep” (10:16).

* Jesus concludes his instructions to the disciples on how to deal with
unrepentant sinners by saying, “If the offender refuses to listen even
to the church, let such a one be to you as a gentile and a tax collector”
(18:17).

* Jesus tells his disciples, “You know that the rulers of the gentiles lord it
over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. It will not be so
among you” (20:25-20).

In many of these passages, notably, the word “gentiles” is used in
parallel structure to “tax collectors” (5:46-47; 18:17), “hypocrites”
(6:5-7), or “Samaritan[s]” (10:5-6). In broad terms, gentiles are
associated with vanity, tyranny, and sin. Even their best behavior is
self-serving. God does not want to hear their long-winded prayers or
heal their diseases. Nevertheless, some gentiles exhibit faith and the
potential to be made disciples of Jesus. I am only slightly embarrassed
to report a comment I once made at a meeting that has been wide