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Series Introduction

Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible is a series from West-
minster John Knox Press featuring biblical commentaries written 
by theologians. The writers of this series share Karl Barth’s concern 
that, insofar as their usefulness to pastors goes, most modern com-
mentaries are “no commentary at all, but merely the first step toward 
a commentary.” Historical-critical approaches to Scripture rule out 
some readings and commend others, but such methods only begin 
to help theological reflection and the preaching of the Word. By 
themselves, they do not convey the powerful sense of God’s merci-
ful presence that calls Christians to repentance and praise; they do 
not bring the church fully forward in the life of discipleship. It is to 
such tasks that theologians are called.

For several generations, however, professional theologians in 
North America and Europe have not been writing commentaries 
on the Christian Scriptures. The specialization of professional dis-
ciplines and the expectations of theological academies about the 
kind of writing that theologians should do, as well as many of the 
directions in which contemporary theology itself has gone, have 
contributed to this dearth of theological commentaries. This is 
a relatively new phenomenon; until the last century or two, the 
church’s great theologians also routinely saw themselves as bibli-
cal interpreters. The gap between the fields is a loss for both the 
church and the discipline of theology itself. By inviting forty con-
temporary theologians to wrestle deeply with particular texts of 
Scripture, the editors of this series hope not only to provide new 
theological resources for the church but also to encourage all 
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theologians to pay more attention to Scripture and the life of the 
church in their writings.

We are grateful to the Louisville Institute, which provided fund-
ing for a consultation in June 2007. We invited theologians, pastors, 
and biblical scholars to join us in a conversation about what this 
series could contribute to the life of the church. The time was pro-
vocative and the results were rich. Much of the series’ shape owes 
to the insights of these skilled and faithful interpreters, who sought 
to describe a way to write a commentary that served the theological 
needs of the church and its pastors with relevance, historical accu-
racy, and theological depth. The passion of these participants guided 
us in creating this series and lives on in the volumes.

As theologians, the authors will be interested much less in the 
matters of form, authorship, historical setting, social context, and 
philology—the very issues that are often of primary concern to criti-
cal biblical scholars. Instead, this series’ authors will seek to explain 
the theological importance of the texts for the church today, using 
biblical scholarship as needed for such explication but without 
any attempt to cover all of the topics of the usual modern biblical 
commentary. This thirty-six-volume series will provide passage-
by-passage commentary on all the books of the Protestant biblical 
canon, with more extensive attention given to passages of particular 
theological significance.

The authors’ chief dialogue will be with the church’s creeds, prac-
tices, and hymns; with the history of faithful interpretation and use 
of the Scriptures; with the categories and concepts of theology; and 
with contemporary culture in both “high” and popular forms. Each 
volume will begin with a discussion of why the church needs this 
book and why we need it now, in order to ground all of the com-
mentary in contemporary relevance. Throughout each volume, text 
boxes will highlight the voices of ancient and modern interpreters 
from the global communities of faith, and occasional essays will 
allow deeper reflection on the key theological concepts of these bib-
lical books.

The authors of this commentary series are theologians of the 
church who embrace a variety of confessional and theological per-
spectives. The group of authors assembled for this series represents 
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more diversity of race, ethnicity, and gender than any other com-
mentary series. They approach the larger Christian tradition with a 
critical respect, seeking to reclaim its riches and at the same time to 
acknowledge its shortcomings. The authors also aim to make avail-
able to readers a wide range of contemporary theological voices 
from many parts of the world. While it does recover an older genre 
of writing, this series is not an attempt to retrieve some idealized 
past. These commentaries have learned from tradition, but they are 
most importantly commentaries for today. The authors share the 
conviction that their work will be more contemporary, more faith-
ful, and more radical, to the extent that it is more biblical, honestly 
wrestling with the texts of the Scriptures.

William C. Placher
Amy Plantinga Pauw
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Introduction:  
Why Matthew? Why now?

Beloved from the beginning, the Gospel of Matthew continues to 
speak with eloquence and power. The portrait it paints of the life of 
Jesus is compelling. Matthew’s distinctive interpretation is shaped 
by the challenges of the church in his own time and yet resonates 
remarkably with challenges we face today. This Gospel was written 
in a time

when there was conflict and division in the community of faith;
when some were insiders and others were outsiders;
when political and religious leaders were coopted, mis-

trusted, and discredited;
when the great majority of the common people were without 

power;
when cultures clashed.

Matthew has a word for us that we urgently need to hear. It is a 
message about who Jesus is and what he did and taught. In these 
texts we see Jesus facing up to conflict and controversy, minister-
ing at the margins, overturning presuppositions about insiders and 
outsiders, privileging the powerless, demonstrating the authority of 
ethical leadership, challenging allegiance to empire, and pointing 
the way to a wider, divine embrace than many dared imagine. After 
a basic orientation to the Gospel of Matthew, this introduction will 
sketch its content in relation to these five issues. In doing so we will 
begin to trace an outline of the distinctive portrait of Jesus this Gos-
pel offers.
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The Gospel of Matthew

Matthew was perhaps the favorite among the Gospels in the early 
church. Writers in the early church quoted Matthew extensively. 
In listings of the Gospels it is given the prominence of first place. 
A closer look at the Gospel of Matthew makes it easy to see why it 
was so heavily favored. Matthew, who was an able teacher, presented 
the gospel in a form that lends itself to teaching and preaching. It 
is organized into five major teaching blocks; each one has a narra-
tive segment followed by a discourse or teaching. These are book-
ended by the birth of Jesus and the passion of Jesus. The worship 
life of the church drew heavily on Matthew’s Gospel and usually 
chose his rendering of such elements as the Lord’s Prayer and the 
Beatitudes. Matthew is the only Gospel to address directly matters 
of church authority and discipline. It is especially attentive to the 
teaching and preaching task of interpreting Scripture (the Hebrew 
Scriptures of his community) in Matthew’s context. Another appeal 
of this Gospel is that in comparison with the other Gospels it offers 
a fuller picture of the life, ministry, and teachings of Jesus. There are 
some elements included in Matthew—such as the visit of the wise 
men and Peter’s walking on water—that are not found in the other 
Gospels. Beyond this, Matthew is a blatantly theological book. It is 
about God’s saving work in Jesus Christ. It is addressed to a church 
community to help it better understand and communicate its faith.

The date of the writing of this Gospel is somewhat uncertain, but 
scholars are able to identify a range of time within which it was likely 
written. Since it includes reference to the burning of Jerusalem and 
the desecration/destruction of the Temple, then it must be dated 
after that event in 70 CE. Since Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, makes 
use of the Gospel of Matthew, then it must have been available 
before 107 CE. The writing shows familiarity with and reliance upon 
the book of Mark: about 90 percent of what is in Mark is included 
in Matthew. In addition to drawing from Mark, Matthew appar-
ently drew from another source from which Luke also drew. Schol-
ars name this the “Q” source. There may also have been a source 
(termed the “M” source) that is unique to Matthew’s community. 
Additional sources available only to the author of Matthew may 
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also have been employed. The community that the author of the 
Gospel of Matthew was most immediately addressing is not known 
with certainty. Evidence points to a prosperous, Greek-speaking, 
urban area with a large Jewish population. Some speculate that it 
may have been Antioch, the capital of Syria, which would fit this 
description.1 It is clear that Matthew’s congregation is Jewish and is 
beginning to incorporate Gentile members.

Conflict and Division in the Community of Faith: 
Is Jesus really the Messiah?

Conflict and division within communities of faith is a very familiar 
picture for us today. “There is no fight like a church fight,” we say. 
Matthew’s community of faith had its own conflicts, and a closer look 
at one in particular has important implications for us. A closer study 
will show us that the main conflict in this Gospel is not, as some 
interpreters have cast it, a conflict between Christians and Jews; it 
is conflict within Judaism. The texts show that it was not the intent 
(of Jesus or Matthew) to “start a new religion.” The Jesus movement 
was rather a “renewal movement within Judaism.”2 Correcting our 
reading of Matthew accordingly may help us to rediscover the root-
edness of Christian faith within Judaism. We may also find support 
in countering the rhetoric and practices of anti-Judaism that have 
yielded tragedy and atrocity in our history.3 We may find more ways 
of aligning rather than alienating in our interreligious encounters.

The Gospel of Matthew is written in a context in which Jewish 
leaders are seeking to preserve their faith and traditions after the 
destruction of the Temple. They are expressing their commitment to 
the Torah. Matthew’s Jewish community is at odds with the Jewish 

1. B. H. Streeter, The Four Gospels (London: Macmillan & Co., 1924).
2. Gerd Theissen, Sociology of Early Palestinian Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 30.
3. Although there is some dispute about how anti-Judaism is related to the race-based anti-

Semitism of the Nazi era, the historical research of Susannah Heschel makes a strong case 
for connection. The theological anti-Judaism of the time apparently fed into “virulent racial 
denigration regarding the nature and danger of the Jews.” James E. McNutt, “A Very Damning 
Truth: Walter Grundmann, Adolf Schlatter, and Susannah Heschel’s The Aryan Jesus,” Harvard 
Theological Review 105:280–301.
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community under the leadership of the Pharisees. Both groups see 
themselves as people of God and faithful followers of the Torah.

The Pharisees were actually also a reform movement within Juda-
ism; the scribes are the leaders among them. Their good intent was 
to breathe new life into the practice of Judaism by extending into 
the life of the ordinary Jew the laws of purity usually reserved to the 
priests.”4 This signified that Israel was a “nation of priests” and that 
every aspect of life is to be lived in service to God. The “tradition of 
the elders,” which the Pharisees took care to defend, was a whole set 
of “regulations and customs that had developed in interpretation of 
the law in order to apply it to everyday life.”5 In particular these had 
to do with issues of cultic purity, tithing, and Sabbath observance.

The reforms of the Pharisees “were intended to renew Jewish 
piety and to provide a stronger sense of Jewish identity in the face of 
incursions by Hellenistic culture.”6 Jesus shared the concerns of the 
Pharisees. In many ways, he was closer to their thinking than to that 
of the Sadducees or the Essenes. However, he differed from Phari-
sees in his understanding of the importance of ritual purity, tithing, 
and Sabbath observance in relation to the “weightier matters of the 
law” (Matt. 23:23).

For Matthew’s community these differences came to be inten-
sified further by historical circumstances. The preface to Matthew 
in The Jewish Annotated New Testament suggests that the timing of 
Matthew’s writing is important for understanding the rhetoric. The 
failed rebellion against Rome resulted in the burning of Jerusalem 
and the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. Thousands of Jews 
had been killed or exiled and the survival of Judaism was in doubt. 
The strength of the polemic may reflect a competition for survival 
between Jewish Christians and traditional Jews at that time.7

There followed very turbulent times within Judaism. Jewish reli-
gious identity that had centered on the Temple was disrupted and 
was in the process of being reconstructed with Torah as its center. It 

4. Donald Senior, The Gospel of Matthew, Interpreting Biblical Texts (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press,1997), 258.

5. Ibid., 176.
6. Ibid., 258.
7. Aaron M. Gale, “The Gospel according to Matthew,” in The Jewish Annotated New Testament, 

ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 2.
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is probable that the Pharisees sought to consolidate their influence 
in the synagogues and were in an adversarial relation to minority 
groups, such as those who believed that Jesus was the Messiah. Jew-
ish Christian missionaries likely faced opposition from the Pharisees 
comparable to that described in 23:34. The “woes” that conclude 
chapter 23 climax in a bitter denunciation of their persecution. In 
this life-and death struggle, Jerusalem’s demise is cast as divine judg-
ment on these religious leaders who rejected Jesus. The Pharisees’ 
leadership is being delegitimized in these accounts.

The polemical language of several texts in Matthew are extreme 
to our ears. Pharisees are definitely presented as the “bad guys.” 
Matthew emphasizes their opposition and records Jesus’ bitter dia-
tribes against them. We are taken aback by accounts of such invec-
tive from one who is “gentle and lowly” and loves his enemies. This 
writing, however, reflects the polemics of the day. Its language is like 
that employed by both Gentile and Jewish groups in situations of 
conflict. The name-calling is actually very much like the invective 
employed by the minority Jewish group at Qumran (which pro-
duced the Dead Sea Scrolls). There the leader of the majority group 
is called a “wicked priest” and “the Liar.”8

In some circles, the harsh criticism of this polemic against one 
group of Jewish leaders has been generalized to a “verdict on all Jews 
and Jewish religious leaders for all time.”9 In point of fact, however, 
there is no wholesale condemnation of Jews or Judaism in these 
texts. They cannot even be read as a wholesale condemnation of 
the Pharisees, because not all Pharisees were guilty of the abuses to 
which Jesus alludes in Matthew. In early rabbinic writings, Pharisees 
themselves engage in pointed criticism of those who manifest the 
flaws that Jesus notes here.

The Gospel of Matthew as a whole is not anti-Jewish or anti- 
Judaism. It does not tell a story of “God’s rejection of Israel or Israel’s 
rejection of God.”10 Matthew has been rightly termed “the Jewish 
Gospel.” The five major discourses follow the fivefold form of the 

 8. Michael G. Reddish, An Introduction to the Gospels. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997), 119.
 9. Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Socio-Political and Religious Reading (Sheffield, 

England: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 449.
10. Ibid.
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Pentateuch. Jesus is presented as an authoritative interpreter of the 
law. The Hebrew Scriptures are of central importance in Matthew, 
which is full of quotations and allusions to the prophets, especially 
Isaiah and Jeremiah. For Matthew, Jesus is the fulfillment of both the 
law and the prophets. This Gospel takes pains to show Jesus’ paral-
lels with Moses and his reception as “son of David.” Jesus and Mat-
thew speak as pious Jews.

As we read these sharp-edged texts today we are tempted to let 
them rest in the past as a condemnation of a particular subset of the 
Pharisees. We locate ourselves among the righteous and know that 
Jesus is talking not about “us” but about “them.” What if, instead, 
we took the texts as an occasion to examine our own religious life 
and practice to see if the things Jesus speaks so heatedly against are 
to be found there? Those who are religious leaders might look par-
ticularly closely at what is condemned. Where are the places that 
we as leaders fall into hypocrisy, status seeking, self-importance, and 
self-delusion? These texts are surely a cautionary tale instructive for 
religious leaders and all “would-be” followers of Jesus.

The anti-Pharisee texts are the polemics of a fight within the fam-
ily; there is no repudiation of Judaism. Unfortunately these texts 
have been used as “pre-texts” for anti-Judaism. This use misunder-
stands and misapplies the texts. What we have here is the rhetoric of 
a minority group (the Christian community) that is alienated from 
the majority group (mainstream) in Judaism. Matthew’s community 
of faith is a sect within Judaism. The conflict is a conflict within Juda-
ism, with each group claiming that they are the true heirs of Judaism 
and that the other group is in error. The argument is not with “the 
Jews” or Judaism as such but with certain Pharisees who are being 
accused of misleading the people.

The claim that Jesus is the Messiah and the authoritative teacher 
of the law is the major point of difference. The extension of the prom-
ises of God to Gentiles is a second contentious point. Matthew’s way 
of arguing these points is thoroughly grounded in the Scriptures and 
traditions of Judaism. There are a number of elements in this Gospel 
that have led interpreters to refer to Matthew as “the Jewish Gospel.”

The members of Matthew’s community are mostly Jewish. For 
them it is important to show the continuity of following Jesus with 
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their Jewish faith. The claim being advanced is that Jesus is the long-
awaited Messiah and that the promise of Emmanuel “God with us” 
(Matt. 1:23) is fulfilled in him. Jesus’ genealogy (Matt 1:1–16) is 
given to establish that he is the Son of David. When Matthew pres-
ents important events in the life of Jesus they are often introduced 
with a formulaic saying, “This was to fulfill what had been spoken by 
the Lord through the prophet . . . ” There are about fifty scriptural 
references in the Gospel. These texts (taken out of their original 
context) function to show how Jesus fulfills the prophets and how 
the promises of God to the people of Israel are met in him. Jesus 
takes the role of teacher and shows himself to be an authoritative 
interpreter of the law. There are parallels between Jesus and Moses 
throughout Matthew. The focus of attention in Matthew’s Gospel 
is more on Jesus’ teaching than on the miracles stories. The Gospel 
shows an awareness of Jewish observances such as the Sabbath laws 
(12:1–14). Many small indicators signal Jewish sensibilities. For 
example, Luke uses “kingdom of God,” but Matthew uses “kingdom 
of heaven,” thus aligning with the Jewish custom of not saying the 
divine name (which is too holy to speak). As Matthew’s community 
admits Gentiles, he interprets this inclusion as a fulfillment of the 
eschatological hope that one day “the nations” would come to know 
the God of Israel (Isaiah 2:1–4). These elements constitute a basis 
for thinking of Matthew as “the Jewish Gospel.”

A reading of the Gospel of Matthew with a better understanding 
of the context of its writing allows us to see Christian faith as depen-
dent on and fully in continuity with Judaism. Calvin’s theology has 
carried this insight particularly well, and the theological statements 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) align with this understanding. 
The relationship between Christians and Jews “is not merely one 
instance among many interfaith relations.”11 The statement affirms 
that in Christ, “we who were far off have been brought near” to the 
covenant promise of God with Israel and have been “engrafted” into 
the people of God. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) explicitly 
opposes supersessionism (the view that Christianity has replaced 

11. “Christians and Jews: People of God,” Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Office of Theology and 
Worship, Church Issues Series 7:2.
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Judaism) and emphasizes instead “the continuity and trustworthi-
ness of God’s commitments and God’s grace.”12

Many Christians today are committed to putting an end to “the 
teaching of contempt” for the Jews. We cannot forget the history of 
persecution of Jews by Christians and must acknowledge that the 
Holocaust was perpetrated by baptized Christians. These realities 
call us to renewed determination to overcome anti-Judaism and 
anti-Semitism. The Gospel of Matthew can help, if we read it rightly. 
Those polemical texts directed against the Pharisees are misunder-
stood when taken as anti-Jewish and misused when they become 
pre-texts for anti-Judaism.

Ministry at the Margins

The ministry of Jesus and the disciples was a ministry at the mar-
gins. This is the case in two fundamental ways. The community of 
disciples was marginal in its “standpoint” at the political margins of 
empire and at the religious majority group in the synagogue. Fur-
thermore, their ministry was focused on those who were marginal-
ized in one way or another: people who were tax collectors and 
sinners, sick and unclean, Gentiles and foreigners, women and 
children.

Reevaluating the Arrangements: Insiders and Outsiders

Matthew’s community is located on the margins of the empire and 
on the margins of mainstream religious life in the synagogue.13 
Theologian Jung Young Lee draws on sociological meanings for 
marginality as living in two societies or cultures that are different 
and often conflicted. This situation is more complicated if one of the 
two societies or cultures is dominant and has the power to define the 
normative center and to exclude the other. This is the situation of 
Matthew’s community and of the persons with whom Jesus engages 
in ministry. They are “in-between,” marginal by virtue of their 

12. Ibid., 13.
13. Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 43–49.
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situation. However, a different kind of marginality is open to them: 
they can define themselves and choose to be an alternative commu-
nity—no longer just “in-between” but now “in-both.”14 There may 
even be a sense of “over-against” in this relation if the alternative 
community has values and vision that are in tension with the val-
ues and vision of the dominant group. This is the case for Matthew’s 
community in relation to empire. Choosing the reign of God over 
imperial reign will mean forming a community with very different 
power arrangements. “Great ones” serve (20:20–28). Hierarchical 
and patriarchal patterns are challenged (18:1–4; 19:3–9). The way 
of non-retaliation and nonviolence is honored (5:43–48). Carter 
proposes that Matthew’s Gospel is in fact challenging the commu-
nity of disciples to embrace a “more consistent and faithful marginal 
identity and alternative way of life in anticipation of the completion 
of God’s salvific purposes”15 To adopt intentionally the standpoint 
of marginal identity constitutes a reevaluation of relationships, 
arrangements, and allegiances in the dominant culture.

The margins are not only the standpoint for ministry but also the 
focus of ministry for Jesus and his disciples. It is a ministry that over-
turns expectations about “insiders” and “outsiders.” The socially, 
religiously, and politically marginalized are at the center of Jesus’ 
ministry. The very first of Jesus’ healings was of a man with lep-
rosy (8:1–4), which could signify any one of a number of disfiguring 
or contagious diseases and entailed not only physical suffering but 
also social exclusion. The man would live outside the city, could not 
attend community worship, and had to call out “unclean” in order to 
warn people as he moved about . It was forbidden and shocking that 
Jesus touched him.

The categories of “the sick” and “the sinful” blur in Jesus’ ministry 
(9:12–13), since it was assumed that sickness was God’s judgment 
on sin. When Jesus forgave the sins of the man who was paralyzed 
(9:1–7), he faced the charge of blasphemy; forgiveness was God’s 
prerogative. That the man could walk was a kind of confirmation 
that he was forgiven. Jesus came under attack for his association with 

14. Jung Young Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1995), 47–53.

15. Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 49.
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sinners and tax collectors. Jesus is charged with eating with them 
and even befriending them (9:9–13; 11:19).

Jesus risked reproach in ministry when he extended care to Gen-
tiles and foreigners. In that day the world was divided into Jews and 
non-Jews (goyim). The term goyim carried with it indications of 
non-Jewish ancestry and worship of idols rather than the true and 
living God, YHWH. Not all Gentiles were foreigners, and there 
were in fact sometimes good relations among Jews and Gentiles, 
especially in the diaspora (dispersion of Jews away from Palestine). 
However, there remained constraints on socializing with goyim and 
a taboo on intermarriage.16 Jesus transgresses these boundaries. The 
centurion whose servant he heals (8:5–13) is an outsider on three 
counts: he is a Gentile, a foreigner, and an enforcer of Roman impe-
rial rule.

In Jesus’ ministry at the margins rules of exclusion are ignored, 
socially constructed boundaries are transgressed, and shocking 
inclusions occur. Those who would follow him will presumably do 
likewise. This puts some uncomfortable questions before the “would 
be” followers of Jesus today. Who are the “outsiders” in our context? 
Where are people being excluded from power and privilege? Who 
are the “untouchables”? The various contemporary exclusions and 
“isms” that marginalize people because of race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, or immigration status become all the more suspect. 
Perhaps our arrangements regarding insiders and outsiders need 
reevaluation.

Privileging the Powerless: Ministry as if Women 
and Children Counted

There is no question that the Gospel of Matthew is written in a patri-
archal context and reflects patriarchal views of the secondary status 
of women and children. That such views are sometimes incorpo-
rated into the text carries no surprises for us. One example is “who 
counts” in feeding stories (14:21; 15:38). That men are counted and 
women and children are “besides” is just as would be expected in a 

16. N. T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 1(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2004), 211.
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patriarchal society. However, this social reality makes all the more 
remarkable the texts where patriarchal assumptions are transcended 
or even negated. There are many such instances in Matthew. Women 
and children, powerless in their culture, are privileged in the minis-
try and teaching of Jesus.

Children in patriarchal culture had no power and no voice in their 
larger social world. Yet, in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus privileges 
children. It is they and not “the wise and the intelligent” who are 
the privileged recipients of revelation (11:25–26). When asked 
in 18:3–7, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” Jesus 
brings a child to center stage. Children are put forward as exemplars 
of the humility that is needful for greatness under God’s reign. Jesus 
takes the matter further when he says, “whoever welcomes one such 
child in my name welcomes me” (v. 5). There follow dire warnings 
of judgment on any who would put a stumbling block before one 
of these “little ones.” When people began bringing their children to 
Jesus and when the disciples would refuse them Jesus was clear, “Let 
the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such 
as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs” (19:13–15). It is the 
children who announce Jesus as he rides into Jerusalem: they cry 
out “Hosanna to the Son of David” (21:15). When the chief priests 
object, Jesus reminds them of what it says in Psalm 8:2, “Out of the 
mouths of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise for 
yourself.” Children are the privileged sources of God’s praise. In all 
these ways, children are elevated above all expectation as Jesus privi-
leges the powerless.

In ancient societies of the Mediterranean not only was there a 
basic differentiation into upper and lower strata (the elite and the 
masses), there was also differentiation according to gender.17 It was 
a patriarchal society in which women were of inferior status and had 
limited rights. Their domain was restricted to the sphere of home 
and family. Their rights of inheritance, opportunities for education, 
and freedom of movement or choice in relationships are severely 
curtailed. In the Palestinian Jewish culture of Matthew’s writing, 
it was the practice of Jewish men to pray three benedictions each 

17. Ekkehard W. Stegemann and Wolfgang Stegemann, The Jesus Movement: A Social History of its 
First Century, trans. O. C. Dean (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 361.
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day, one of which thanked God that he was not made a woman.18 
The portrayal of women in the Gospel of Matthew and the account-
ings of Jesus’ interactions with women are extraordinary given these 
social realities.

In contrast to the society in which women were largely invisible, 
in the Gospel of Matthew, women have high visibility both in Jesus’ 
life and in the ministry of Jesus. A few examples include the geneal-
ogy of Jesus, stories of healing, Jesus’ teachings in the parables and 
apocalyptic materials, Jesus’ anointing at Bethany, the women fol-
lowing him from Galilee to Jerusalem, those present at the cross, and 
those bearing witness to the resurrection. In many cases the women 
in the Gospel become exemplars, often in contrast to men in the 
same story.

The genealogy, though patrilineal, breaks the traditional patriar-
chal pattern of “was the father of ” with the inclusion of five women 
in the line. Raymond Brown reviews the history of interpretations 
of this surprising inclusion. Two traditional proposals were that (1) 
four of these women were “sinners,” thus foreshadowing the salva-
tion of sinners in Christ, and (2) four of the women were foreigners, 
thus foreshadowing the inclusion of the Gentiles. Brown seems to 
lean toward a third proposal that includes all five of the women. They 
all share “irregularities” in their unions with men, which though 
scandalous to outsiders, were embraced in the lineage of Jesus. All 
of them also showed initiative and had a role in God’s saving work.19

Among the healing stories there are two in particular that dem-
onstrate the faith and initiative of women: the woman with the hem-
orrhage (9:20–22) and the Canaanite woman (15:21–28). These 
two women are not identified in relation to “an embedded status in a 
patriarchal family.”20 Each is doubly marginalized. Not only are they 
both women, but also one is unclean and the other is a Gentile. With 
each healing Jesus praises the faith of each woman and responds 

18. T. Johnson Chakkuvarackal, “Woman-Power in the Canonical Gospels: A Paradigm for 
Modern Patriarchal Societies,” Bangalore Theological Forum 24:58.

19. Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in 
Matthew and Luke (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1977), 22.

20. Janice Capel Anderson, “Matthew: Gender and Reading” in A Feminist Companion to 
Matthew, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 34.
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with healing. “Jesus treatment of both explodes the boundaries of 
acceptable association.”21

The parables of the reign of God (chaps. 13 and 25) include the 
image of “leaven” that a woman mixed into flour until it was all 
leavened. Interestingly, the history of interpretation of the parables 
in Matthew 13 makes a ready connection between God and “the 
(male) sower who went out to sow” but not between God and the 
woman who leavened the mix. Yet the parallel is there. In chapter 
25 the parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids is among the 
“Wisdom” teachings that Jesus employs. In Proverbs 7–9 “Wis-
dom” is a female representative of the divine.22 In the apocalyp-
tic segments of Matthew, women are not forgotten. From the two 
women grinding (24:41) to the expressed concern for women who 
are pregnant or nursing infants, women are remembered and made 
visible.

The unnamed woman anoints Jesus at Bethany and in doing so 
enacts his messianic destiny; “messiah” means anointed one. The 
disciples, by contrast, complain of the extravagance of her gift. In the 
passion narrative, Matthew names not only the three women at the 
cross (Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and 
the mother of the sons of Zebedee) but also “many women” who 
“followed Jesus from Galilee and had provided for him” (27:55–56). 
They were also at the crucifixion “looking on from a distance.” These 
women “stand with Jesus in the hour of his passion when the dis-
ciples have forsaken him and fled.”23 Mary Magdalene’s prominence 
among the disciples is notable. In fact, she expresses the quality of 
“true discipleship” in contrast to Peter, who denies Jesus, and in 
contrast to Judas, who betrays him.24 It is not the disciples but the 
women who watch over the burial and visit the tomb. Two of them 
(Mary Magdalene and the other Mary, 28:1) share the distinction 
of being the first to see the risen Jesus and the first commissioned 

21. Ibid., 35.
22. Mary Rose D’Angelo, “(Re) Presentations of Women in the Gospel of Matthew and Luke–

Acts” in Women and Christian Origins, ed. Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D’Angelo 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 177.

23. Anderson, “Matthew: Gender and Reading,” 41.
24. Chakkuvarackal, “Woman-Power,” 63.
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to proclaim the resurrection. These women, “last at the cross, first at 
the tomb,”25 become exemplars of faith and discipleship.

In the Gospel of Matthew, women have an unexpected promi-
nence in the life and ministry of Jesus. Jesus appears to be privileging 
the powerless and overturning assumptions about who “counts.” The 
“surprises” in this challenge traditional habits of assigning women a 
secondary status in the life of the church.

The Authority of Ethical Leadership

The news in our day, whether it is about political or religious leaders, 
is fraught with stories of scandal, corruption, and abuse of power. 
Beyond the extreme reports are the criticisms of leaders who do not 
lead or who lead in ways that protect the wealthy and powerful while 
neglecting “the 99 percent.” It is as true today as it was in Matthew’s 
time that the people are “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd” (9:36). Compared with the other Gospel accounts, Mat-
thew’s Gospel is particularly attentive to the common people and 
gentle with the disciples. Conversely, Matthew’s Gospel is particu-
larly harsh with its portrayal of political and religious leaders. Their 
interactions with Jesus only serve to underscore that he (in contrast 
to Herod and Pilate) is the true King of the Jews and (in contrast to 
the Pharisees) is the true interpreter of the law.

“The crowd” receives a largely positive presentation. The com-
mon people follow Jesus around; they are hungry for his teaching, 
confident of his healing power, ready to proclaim him the Son of 
David, the Messiah (4:25; 5:1; 7:28; 8:1). They crowds respond 
eagerly to Jesus; they are amazed, filled with awe, and they glorify 
God because of him (7:28; 9:8). Jesus receives the crowd warmly, 
teaching them, feeding them, healing them. He has “compassion” on 
them because they are “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd” (9:36).

Even though the disciples misunderstand, betray, desert, and 
deny Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel, just as they do in the other Gospels, 

25. Anderson, “Matthew: Gender and Reading,” 41.
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in Matthew they receive a kinder assessment. For example, in the 
storm at sea story in Mark they are criticized as having “no faith,” 
(4:40) but in the same story in Matthew they are said to have “little 
faith.” (8:26). The disciples stand in need of teaching and nurtur-
ing—a task Jesus undertakes. At the end of Matthew’s account, they 
are commissioned to continue the teaching and ministry of Jesus “in 
all the world” (chap. 28). Mark, by contrast closes with the disciples 
fleeing from the tomb in fear and amazement and telling no one 
(Mark 16:8).

Herod and Pilate, as political leaders, get a very negative assess-
ment; they are weighed and found wanting in Matthew’s Gospel. 
They fail to be “shepherds of the people.” Herod and Pilate both act 
to destroy God’s Messiah, yet God’s overrules them and they prove 
not to be the great powers they think they are. From his place at the 
seat of power, Herod plots the destruction of God’s Messiah from 
the time the wise men come seeking the King of the Jews. Unsuc-
cessful, frightened, and scheming, he slaughters innocent children 
in a mad rage to protect his power and place. Even so, God pro-
tects the infant Jesus. Pilate, a coopted instrument of the empire, 
is a leader without the courage of his convictions. Even though he 
believes Jesus to be innocent, he washes his hands of the matter 
and hands Jesus over to be crucified, because of his fear of a riot. 
Through Pilate the empire does the worst that it can do. The empire 
appears to have the power of life and death, but God raises Jesus 
from the dead. In contrast to these failed political leaders, Jesus is 
the true “King of the Jews.”

Religious leaders fare no better in the Gospel of Matthew. It 
is important to remember that religious leaders in that context 
were really part of the power system of the empire’s ruling elite. 
Separation of church and state was not an operative principle. 
Their power is significant. These leaders, who are charged with 
the guidance of the people, mislead and misguide. He charges the 
Pharisees with being “blind guides,” “hypocrites,” and “a brood of 
vipers.” (Matt. 23) They do not understand the law, and they will 
not do what they teach. Jesus, by contrast, understands the law; 
he teaches it, and he obeys it. He is the authoritative teacher of 
the law.



16 INTRODUCTION

Preaching Good News to the Poor: Jesus and Empire

Issues of empire are very much to the fore in Matthew, written as it is 
in the context of Roman rule. The relevance and urgency of this Gos-
pel’s message on the matter becomes all the more apparent when we 
realize that imperialism is not confined to New Testament times. It 
is very much a part of life in our world today wherever people in 
power seek to exercise control over other people (their lands, their 
resources) and pursue their own interests at the expense of others. 
“Control” can be economic, political, or military.

A case in point, many believe, is the current global economic sys-
tem. It dominates and exploits weaker parties, puts profits before 
people, allows unlimited growth regardless of ecological conse-
quences, and encourages unrestrained competition and consumer-

ism. The system is unjust because it 
protects the interests of the power-
ful to the neglect of social obliga-
tion to the poor and the weak—“the 
least of these” (25:40). The “few” ben-
efit at the expense of the “many.” The 
World Communion of Reformed 
Churches has committed itself to 
fullness of life or all. In Covenant-
ing for Justice in the Economy and 
the Earth, the Accra Confession 

declares, “We are challenged by the cries of the people who suffer 
and by the woundedness of creation itself . . . We believe the econ-
omy exists to serve the dignity and well-being of people in commu-
nity, within bounds of the sustainability of Creation.”26

Warren Carter has done extensive study of resistance to the 
Roman Empire in Matthew’s writings and shows how this Gospel 
offers both a theological and a social challenge to empire.27 In the 
context of the book of Matthew, the common people were on the 
outside looking in. They were victims of Rome and the elite who 

26. “Accra Confession,” World Communion of Reformed Churches, #5; #22.
27. Warren Carter, Matthew and Empire: Initial Explorations (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press 

International, 2001).

This community of disciples 
of Jesus is marked by its 
commitment to him and by 
an alternative set of practices 
and lifestyles that challenge 
practices and values of the 
imperial world.

Carter, Matthew and Empire, 170.
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colluded with Rome. They formed a circle of power that oppressed 
and dispossessed the common people. There are a number of exam-
ples of the Gospel’s oppositional stance to the empire’s sovereignty.

The citations from Isaiah, which are so frequent in Matthew, 
invoke an eighth-century BCE situation of oppression by a foreign 
power (the Assyrian Empire) that is similar to the situation of Mat-
thew’s community under Roman rule. The particular texts selected 
from Isaiah make clear God’s opposition to the Assyrian empire and 
God’s power to deliver the people from it.

Another aspect of the Gospel of Matthew’s “narrative of resis-
tance” is the extremely negative portrayal of Rome’s representa-
tives, Herod and Pilate. When God protects the infant Jesus against 
Herod’s devices, the implied question is, “Who is sovereign here?” 
Pilate, who (apparently) has the power of Jesus’ life and death in his 
hands, washes his hands and yields to those clamoring to have Jesus 
crucified. The resurrection shows that God alone is sovereign over 
life and death. However things may appear, the reality is that the 
power of Rome and Roman justice is “all washed up.”28

Taxes exacted in tribute to Rome were a costly enactment 
of Roman oppression. The practice siphoned off much needed 
resources from the people. Carter proposes that much of the sick-
ness Jesus was curing could be attributed to the conditions under 
which people lived as subjects of the empire with its acquisitive and 
exploitative practices.29 Although Jesus instructs Simon to pay the 
tax; the shekel for payment is taken from a fish’s mouth. This is an 
interesting twist in that it was customary to assume the emperor 
had sovereignty over the fishes of the sea.30 The story demonstrates 
where true sovereignty lies.

The invitation “take my yoke upon you” (11:28–30) may be 
yet another subversion. On the one hand, “yoke” was a symbol of 
the law and Jesus may be offering an alternative to the “yoke of the 
Pharisees” whose interpretation of the law was burdensome to the 
people; Jesus’ teaching concerning the law, however, was life-giving 
and restorative. On the other hand, it may be possible that “yoke” 

28. Carter, Matthew and Empire, 145.
29. Ibid., 5.
30. Ibid.
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was used here as a metaphor for imperial control. This was a more 
common usage in the context. In this case the text could be read 
as an invitation to those bowed down under Rome’s rule to accept 
Jesus’ yoke instead and “so live for God’s salvation or ‘rest’ from that 
rule.”31 They are invited to offer allegiance and obedience to God 
rather than to Rome; take on God’s yoke—not Rome’s.

Each of these elements (and more besides) can be read as a chal-
lenge to Rome’s authority. The reign of God contrasts with and con-

tradicts imperial reign. Those living 
under God’s reign form an alterna-
tive community that is inclusive 
and egalitarian and both theologi-
cally and socially resistant to the 
empire. The theological challenge 
is in the conviction that the world 
belongs to God—not to Rome; 
and God’s saving purposes and 
blessings are to be found in Israel 
and in Jesus—not Rome.32 The 

new community and its practices provide an alternative vision and 
way of living that challenges empire.

Exclusive or Inclusive: 
How Wide Is the Divine Embrace?

Matthew’s faith community struggles over issues around Jews and 
Gentiles in the purposes of God. There was considerable contro-
versy over this as we know from other New Testament texts (Acts 
1–15; Gal. 1–2). Can the Gentiles be included among the people of 
God? How wide is the divine embrace? This is another question that 
resonates between our context and Matthew’s. Although the par-
ticulars of our contexts are very different, we share with Matthew’s 
community the challenges and opportunities of a multicultural and 
religiously pluralistic reality.

31. Ibid., 170.
32. Ibid., 171.

We reject any claim of 
economic, political and 
military empire which 
subverts God’s sovereignty 
over life and acts contrary to 
God’s just rule.

“Accra Confession” World Communion 
of Reformed Churches, #19.
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For Christians today the question is sometimes put this way: 
How may we affirm that “Jesus is Lord” in a religiously pluralistic 
context? What does that claim mean for us today? Responses differ. 
Some are comfortable with language of “uniqueness” or “singular-
ity” and Jesus as the “only savior.” Others are concerned to keep a 
certain reserve about the extent to which we may know the mind of 
God and the ways of God with other people.

Reformed confessions collectively express the full range of per-
spectives, and sometimes this full range is even expressed within 
a single confession. For example, the Second Helvetic Confession 
says, “we teach and believe that this Jesus Christ our Lord is the 
unique and eternal Savior of the human race” (5.077). It goes on (in 
the very same section) to say that this is the one “in whom by faith 
are saved all who before the law, under the law, and under the Gospel 
were saved, and however many will be saved at the end of the world” 
(5.077). This seems to extend God’s salvific work rather broadly to 
include those who never knew Jesus; even people who never knew 
Moses. This confession cautions, “We must not judge rashly or pre-
maturely . . . nor undertake to exclude, reject, or cut off those whom 
the Lord does not want to have excluded” (5.140).

This confession seems to say yes to two differing intuitions. It 
invites us to affirm our central faith convictions about Jesus with the 
full wealth of conviction. At the same time, it acknowledges the sov-
ereign freedom of God to transgress our boundaries of culture and 
religion. “God can illumine whom and where he will . . . .” (5.007).

In Matthew’s day the issue of real concern was whether the Gen-
tiles could be included among the people of God as more than just 
“God-fearers.” The prospect of the promises of God being extended 
to the Gentiles was a point of contention that separated Matthew’s 
Jewish community from the majority view. It is a question of some 
urgency for them. Matthew’s community is set within a Greek-speaking 
urban area, and Gentiles are beginning to join the community.

Matthew’s Gospel takes great care in handling this delicate question. 
At various points it makes clear the priority of God’s covenant with 
Israel in salvation history. Jesus himself says that he is “sent only to the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel” (15:24). When the disciples are sent 
out in mission they are instructed to “go nowhere among the Gentiles” 
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(10:5). However, alongside this apparent limitation in mission, there is 
a counter-narrative. Gentiles keep coming to Jesus. The three wise men 
(2:1–23), the Roman centurion (8: 5–18), and the Canaanite woman 
(15:21–28) all figure prominently in the story. They are Gentiles; yet 
they are not turned away. In fact, they show themselves to be exemplars 
of humility and faith to which all God’s people are called. As the story 
proceeds, it becomes clear that there is no exclusion; the whole world 
is in view (5:13, 16; 24:1; 26:13; 28:19). It seems that in these texts 
there is a dawning realization that from beginnings in particularity 
(the people of God in Israel) there is an opening out to a wider reach 
of divine grace to all God’s people.

Matthew is intent on interpreting this as a fulfillment of the 
promises of God made in the covenant with Israel rather than an 
abrogation of it. He draws on texts in Isaiah (e.g., Isa. 2:2–4; 60:1–6) 
as explication for what is occurring. These texts prophesy the uni-
versalizing of God’s blessing to Israel. The promise of blessing given 
in the covenant is for all nations (Gen. 22:18). Israel is “blessed” in 
order to be a blessing, a light to the nations. This is no diminishment 
of the heritage of Judaism but is rather consistent with its most pro-
found insights. The divine embrace is wide indeed.

Conclusion

These five themes are prominent in Matthew, and they make clear 
the powerful connections between the world of the Gospel and our 
world today. Yet they are but a first installment on the riches of this 
Gospel. Already we may see meaning unfolding on three levels. At 
the base there is the compelling story of the life and ministry of Jesus. 
At a second level this story intersects with the world of Matthew’s 
faith community. Their issues and struggles give shape to Matthew’s 
narrative and his distinctive interpretation of the story of Jesus. Then 
there is the world of the contemporary readers like us who are seek-
ing insight and inspiration for the life of faith today amid our own 
issues and struggles. The back and forth between the “then” of the 
story of Jesus and the “now” of our own stories is an interaction of 
great power and promise.


