



[image: image]









Thank you for downloading this Crossway book.


Sign-up for the Crossway Newsletter for updates on special offers, new resources, and exciting global ministry initiatives:


Crossway Newsletter


Or, if you prefer, we would love to connect with you online:






	[image: image]

	[image: image]

	[image: image]














“Seminary-level New Testament introductions are plentiful. But this one provides what others do not: a consistent hermeneutical orientation as articulated by a top-tier roster of nine different scholars associated with Reformed Theological Seminary throughout its history. In addition to chapters covering all the New Testament books, valuable appendices treat canon, text, the synoptic problem, and more. Addressing both spiritual and academic issues with a view to pastoral equipping and biblical exposition, this wide-ranging compendium will benefit readers in both classroom and personal settings.”


Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary


“With the right mix of academic integrity and purposeful accessibility, this New Testament introduction will serve time-crunched pastors, ministry-minded students, and church members looking to better understand their Bibles. What makes this new volume unique is the emphasis on examining the theological themes in each book of the New Testament, rather than focusing on arcane debates prompted by liberal scholarship. The result is an insightful and impressive resource, one I will use in my own studies and often recommend to others.”


Kevin DeYoung, Senior Pastor, University Reformed Church, East Lansing, Michigan


“While introductions to the New Testament abound, this volume is a rare gem. It admirably combines depth of scholarship and theological exegesis within a biblical-theological framework—all couched in highly readable prose, offered for the sake of the church. It will no doubt instruct and edify. Well done.”


Constantine R. Campbell, Associate Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School


“This biblical-theological introduction walks readers through key biblical themes and issues concerning the backdrop to the 27 books of the New Testament. It is judicious, informative, and also quite accessible, making it profitable for students and pastors alike.”


Darrell L. Bock, Executive Director of Cultural Engagement, Hendricks Center, and Senior Research Professor of New Testament Studies, Dallas Theological Seminary


“Aimed at pastors and interested Christian readers, this biblical-theological introduction to the New Testament is a welcome addition to the introductory literature on the New Testament. The volume, a collaborative effort by nine different authors, is written within a framework of biblical theology and based on a commitment to biblical inerrancy and Reformed theology. Highly recommended!”


Andreas J. Köstenberger, Senior Research Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary


“Students and pastors, not to mention laypeople, usually find introductions to the New Testament writings to be rather dry and sterile. But this introduction by RTS authors has a different quality since it focuses on the theology and content of the New Testament. Those who study the New Testament want to gain a better understanding of its message, and thus this volume will prove to be an immense help for pastors, students, laypeople, and even scholars.”


Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation and Associate Dean of the School of Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


“Solid authors construct a biblical theology by providing thematic summaries of each book of the New Testament. While I would not agree with every point made by the authors, many readers will find this an extremely helpful and useful introduction to the teaching of the New Testament.”


Peter J. Gentry, Professor of Old Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Director, the Hexapla Institute
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Foreword


As we approach the five hundredth anniversary of the beginning of the Protestant Reformation of the Christian church, Reformed Theological Seminary (RTS) is entering its fiftieth year. The seminary has existed for only a small fraction of the time of this important quarter of Christian history, but RTS has had and continues to have a significant role in this era in which Reformed theology has enjoyed a widely recognized renewal and influence in the global Christian world.


RTS came into being in a time when the mainline denominations and seminaries were administratively in the hands of theological moderates, neoorthodox, and liberals, but the growth curve was already with the evangelicals, both inside and outside the mainline. While denominational apparatchiks were trying to maintain a status quo that was already on the wane, growing numbers of Christians were becoming frustrated with theological educators who were indifferent to or hostile toward historic Christian confessional orthodoxy and unconcerned for the gospel work of the church. RTS was created to provide a robust, reverent, and rigorous theological education for pastors and church leaders, particularly in Presbyterian and Reformed churches yet also more broadly in the larger evangelical family, coming from the standpoint of a commitment to biblical inerrancy, Reformed theology, and the Great Commission.


Because RTS was confessionally defined but not denominationally controlled, the seminary could exercise influence in numerous denominational settings and in a variety of church traditions. Also, since the founders of RTS were connected to a global evangelical network, the seminary was able to have a worldwide reach from the beginning. Over the years, RTS has served over eleven thousand students from some fifty denominations: Presbyterian, Reformed, Baptist, Anglican, Congregational, and more. A seminary that began with fourteen students from one denomination in 1966 now has about two thousand students annually in eight cities in the United States, in its global distance education, and in a doctoral program in São Paulo, Brazil, with students from every continent representing dozens of denominations, and it is the largest Reformed evangelical seminary in the world.


During that time, the academic reputation and contributions of Reformed Theological Seminary faculty have grown. In biblical studies, the RTS faculty has established a pattern of widely appreciated excellence in the fields of the Old and New Testaments. To give only a few examples, consider former RTS Old Testament professor O. Palmer Robertson, who played a significant role in the contemporary resurgence of covenant theology through his book The Christ of the Covenants. Former RTS-Jackson and current RTS-Charlotte Old Testament professor John Currid has produced a complete commentary on the Pentateuch and has done important work in archaeology and ancient Near Eastern studies. Longtime RTS-Orlando Old Testament professor Richard Pratt not only is a prolific author regarded for his excellent Old Testament scholarship, single-handedly producing topical articles for an entire study Bible, but also is known for his work on apologetics and prayer. Miles Van Pelt of RTS-Jackson may be the best biblical languages professor I have ever known, with an infectious passion for canonical, Christ-centered biblical theology. Former RTS-Jackson and current RTS-Orlando New Testament professor Simon Kistemaker served as the longtime secretary of the Evangelical Theology Society and completed the multivolume New Testament commentary begun by William Hendriksen. RTS-Orlando professor Charles Hill is not only an acclaimed New Testament specialist but also one of the world’s top scholars in the eschatology of early Christianity. In addition, RTS-Charlotte president and professor of New Testament Michael Kruger is a recognized scholar of early Christianity and has made major contributions to recent discussions of the canon of Scripture. Indeed, Kruger and Hill, along with RTS-Orlando professor John Frame, were cited by D. A. Carson in a recent plenary address at the Evangelical Theology Society as having made outstanding contributions in the field of the doctrine of Scripture. RTS-Jackson New Testament scholar Guy Waters has published prolifically on various topics including ecclesiology and has helped reshape the current debates on the theology of Paul.


In an effort to pass along this world-class, faithful, consecrated scholarship to the next generation, the Old and New Testament professors at RTS—both past and present—have put together two new volumes: A Biblical-Theological Introduction to the Old Testament: The Gospel Promised (edited by Miles V. Van Pelt), and A Biblical-Theological Introduction to the New Testament: The Gospel Realized (edited by Michael J. Kruger). There are several unique features and aspirations of these volumes. First, they are aimed at pastors and interested Christian readers, rather than fellow scholars. We at RTS value and produce resources intended for a scholarly audience, but the aim of these volumes is churchly edification, hence they are designed for accessibility. Second, they are written by scholars of biblical studies who are unafraid of and indeed very much appreciative of dogmatics. In many seminaries, even evangelical seminaries, there exists an unhealthy relationship between biblical theology and systematic theology, but at RTS we value both and want our students to understand their necessary and complementary value. To understand the Bible, and the Christian faith, one needs both the insights of a redemptive-historical approach and those of topical-doctrinal study. Third, these volumes unashamedly come from the standpoint of biblical inerrancy and Reformed theology. A high view of Scripture and a warm embrace of confessional Reformed theology are hallmarks of RTS, and these ideals shine through these books. Fourth, these introductions are designed to be pastoral and helpful. Preachers, ministry leaders, Bible teachers, students, and others engaged in Christian discipleship are in view. We want to edify you and help you edify others.


May these volumes bless the church of Jesus Christ for generations to come as it seeks to know his Word better and to proclaim it to the nations.


J. Ligon Duncan III


Chancellor and CEO


John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology


Reformed Theological Seminary
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Introduction


Michael J. Kruger


As professors at Reformed Theological Seminary (both past and present), all the contributors to this volume have devoted the bulk of their scholarly efforts, over the course of many years, to the study of the twenty-seven books that form this corpus we call the New Testament. This study has been motivated not simply by a desire to advance our personal knowledge of God’s Word (though that is important in its own right), but it has been motivated primarily by the commitment to pass along the fruits of that study to the next generation of pastors, leaders, missionaries, and Christian thinkers. The future of the church depends on her knowledge of, and commitment to, the teachings of God’s Word.


This “passing along” of what we have learned takes place primarily in the classroom setting. Our New Testament classes are designed to introduce students to these books from a variety of angles—historical, exegetical, theological—and to help students teach, preach, and apply these books to their respective audiences.


But the classroom setting has its limitations. Not all have the opportunity to be in a seminary class. And not all are in a position to study the material at the depth seminary requires. The present volume, therefore, is simply an attempt to take the core material from these courses and put it into a different medium—the medium of a book. Our goal is to produce a New Testament introduction that captures the foundational material in our classes and presents it in a way that could be readily accessible to ministry leaders, preachers, Bible study teachers, and, of course, seminary students.


Needless to say, there have been many New Testament introductions prior to this one—from Theodor Zahn’s massive two-volume Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Leipzig, 1897) to D. A. Carson and Douglas Moo’s very popular An Introduction to the New Testament, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005).1 So the reader may wonder whether we really need another one. What is distinctive about this particular volume? In many ways, of course, this new volume is not distinctive. Like many of the volumes that have come before, it is designed to accomplish the same basic task: namely, to introduce the reader to the major historical, exegetical, and theological issues within each of the twenty-seven books.


In other ways, however, this volume is distinctive. Here are some noteworthy features that set this introduction apart from some others that have gone before:


It is accessible. Generally speaking, New Testament introductions have tended to focus primarily on historical-critical issues related to the background of each of the twenty-seven books. While many introductions spend considerable time engaging in highly technical discussions about dating, authorship, and textual history, they often devote comparably little space to the theological, doctrinal, and practical aspects of these books.


Now, it should be noted that these background issue are very important in their own right; and the authors of this volume have dealt with many of them in other places (e.g., see Charles Hill’s highly technical monograph on the origins of the Johannine corpus).2 However, for the average Bible study leader or local pastor, such discussions are not always their primary need as they prepare their lessons or sermons. Sure, they need to be introduced to the major background issues, but not in such a way that they get mired in overly technical discussions. For these reasons, the present volume has attempted to make the discussion of background issues more streamlined and more accessible.


By way of example, some of the more technical discussions that normally appear at the beginning of New Testament introductions—discussions related to the New Testament text, the New Testament canon, and the synoptic problem—now appear at the end of this one. Thus, these important appendixes are available if and when they are needed, but they are not, if you will, the lead story. And they are targeted not to the scholar but to the average pastor or student.


It is theological. In addition to spending less time on historical background issues, this volume is consciously committed to spending (comparably) more time on theological and doctrinal issues. Because this volume is designed primarily to help pastors and Bible study leaders prepare their sermons or lessons, a higher priority is placed on exploring the message of each New Testament book. It is this priority that has led to the title A Biblical-Theological Introduction to the New Testament.


Of course, the term biblical theology conjures up a variety of thoughts in people’s minds.3 Historically, some advocates of biblical theology viewed the New Testament as filled with diverse and contradictory theologies that merely reflect the different factions in the early church.4 According to such an approach, there is no such thing as New Testament theology, but only, say, the theology of Paul or John or the Synoptics—and these different theologies are often at odds with one another. Such a view of biblical theology is not the one advocated in this volume. The contributors acknowledge that each biblical author makes his own distinctive contribution, but, at the same time, they acknowledge that these different contributions are consistent with one another and can still be viewed as a unified whole. Because God is the ultimate author of the New Testament writings, the distinctive theologies of individual books and the overall theology of the New Testament are fully harmonious.5


Others view biblical theology as a corrective to (and replacement of) systematic theology. Traditional dogmatics, some would argue, is an illegitimate enterprise that forces Scripture into artificial and man-made categories. Biblical theology, on the other hand, is presented as something that preserves, with greater integrity, the message of the Bible. Such an approach is, again, not shared by the contributors to this volume. We recognize that systematic theology can be misused; some have developed systematic systems that are, in fact, contrary to Scripture. But such misuse does not make the enterprise itself illegitimate. There are many positive examples of systematic theologies that faithfully reflect the teaching of Scripture rather than overriding it. In addition, the contributors to this volume have a deep appreciation for the value and insights of biblical theology. The message of each book can (and should) be studied within the context of the author’s own historical situation. But biblical theology and systematic theology should not be pitted against each other. Both play a critical role and should not be viewed as mutually exclusive.6 As Geerhardus Vos observed, “Biblical Theology . . . differs from Systematic Theology, not in being more Biblical, or adhering more closely to the truths of Scripture, but in that its principle of organizing the Biblical material is historical rather than logical.”7


As an example of how this volume seeks to develop the rich theology of the New Testament authors, see the excellent chapter on Ephesians by Guy Waters. Noting how Ephesians is centrally focused on the gospel message, Waters first explores the gospel “indicatives” by highlighting how Paul uncovers the redemptive work of each member of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then he explores the gospel “imperatives,” namely, Paul’s argument that, in light of the grace of Christ, we are to walk in a manner worthy of our calling (Eph. 4:1). Such a life worthy of our calling includes a commitment to serving the church, putting off the old self and putting on the new self, and submitting to the various authorities in our lives. Thus, when the chapter is finished, the reader leaves with more than just an understanding of the controversy over whether Paul wrote Ephesians (though one does leave with an understanding of that). The reader leaves also with a deep, thorough, and full-orbed grasp of the gospel of Jesus Christ and its implications for everyday life.


It is redemptive-historical. This volume is committed not only to exploring the theological message of individual New Testament books, but also to placing the message of each book within God’s unfolding redemptive plan. The goal is more than extracting timeless truths from these books. We also want to discover how these books functioned within the timeline of the larger canonical story—how an author’s message contributes to our overall understanding of the work of Christ.


While many scholars would still describe this approach as an aspect of biblical theology,8 it might be simpler to say, for the sake of terminological clarity, that we are interested in looking at each of the New Testament books through the lens of redemptive history.9 We want to show how each book contributes to the fulfillment of God’s salvific plan. In particular, such an approach would focus on how Old Testament history, types, and shadows all find their fulfillment in the person and work of Christ.10


To be sure, some contributors in this volume focus on these redemptive-historical themes more than others. Some are content to observe the theological themes of their particular book in traditional systematic categories, while others are more interested in how that book fits into the timeline of the larger biblical story. An excellent example of the latter is the chapter by Benjamin Gladd on the Gospel of Mark. Gladd explores how the redemptive activity of Jesus is really a fulfillment of a “second exodus” motif from the book of Isaiah. He demonstrates how the author Mark constructs portions of his narrative around the exodus theme to highlight Jesus as the great deliverer who brings final redemption to his people Israel. By doing so, Gladd helps the reader see how Jesus completes the story of the Old Testament narrative and how Mark’s Gospel makes a key contribution to our understanding of God’s plan of salvation.


Another example of a helpful focus on redemptive-historical themes is the chapter on Matthew by Reggie Kidd. Since Matthew is a Gospel steeped in the Old Testament, a Gospel likely written for a Jewish-Christian audience, Kidd helps the reader see how Matthew presents Jesus as the fulfillment of Old Testament types and the superior (and final) stage of God’s redemptive activity. In particular, Kidd highlights how Jesus is presented as the new Moses (since Matthew’s Gospel is presented in five sections), as greater than the temple, as greater than Jonah, and as greater than Solomon.


It is Reformed. For any New Testament introduction—particularly one that focuses largely on the theology and message of each book—it is important that the authors be theologically and doctrinally sound. While a number of available introductions are written by highly capable authors (academically speaking), many of these lack the doctrinal integrity one might need to prepare sermons or Bible studies. Such introductions often have a low view of the authority of Scripture and are quite content to affirm many higher-critical views, such as the belief that many of the New Testament books are forgeries and not written by the individuals to whom they are ascribed.


In contrast, the contributors to this volume, all current or past professors of New Testament at Reformed Theological Seminary, have a high view of the authority of Scripture and are all committed to the foundational doctrines born out of the Reformation. These truths are embodied in the Westminster Confession of Faith and in the five solas of the Reformation:


•Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone): the Bible alone is the highest authority.


•Sola fide (faith alone): faith is the sole instrument of our justification.


•Sola gratia (grace alone): we are saved by the grace of God alone, not by works.


•Solus Christus (Christ alone): Christ is the only Mediator between God and man.


•Soli Deo gloria (to the glory of God alone): all of life is lived for the glory of God alone.


The commitment of each of the contributors to the authority of Scripture means (among other things) that they affirm and uphold the traditional authorship of these books. By way of example, see Simon J. Kistemaker’s excellent chapter on 2 Peter—a book that critical scholars roundly regard as forged by a later author pretending to be Peter. Dr. Kistemaker rejects this approach and offers a robust defense of the apostle Peter as the author. The authorial claim of the letter, he points out, goes well beyond the opening line. The author actually presents himself as Peter by recalling his presence at the transfiguration of Jesus (2 Pet. 1:16–18). To suggest that the author is not Peter would mean the text is making a false claim—and that would be inconsistent with a high view of Scripture.


For another example of how the contributors come from a consistently Reformed perspective, see Robert Cara’s excellent chapter on 1 Thessalonians. There he covers three critical theological issues: the lordship of Christ, eschatology, and election/calling. Each of these issues is controversial in its own right and has occasioned much discussion and disagreement. But with both charity and clarity, Cara sorts through the complex issues and points the reader back to a view that is consistent not only with the text but also with the historical Reformed perspective on each of these important issues.


It is important to note, however, that these theological commitments do not come at the expense of academic competence. Some assume that any given scholar must choose between the two. However, the goal of this volume is to join together high-quality scholarship with a deep commitment to the authority of Scripture and the distinctives of Reformed theology. The modern academy will insist that these two characteristics cannot be combined. We would disagree.


It is multiauthored. Most New Testament introductions are written by a single author. And even if some introductions have multiple authors, rarely are their contributions identified by author.11 This volume is distinctive because of the quantity of individual authors (nine) and because the reader is told which authors composed which portions.


Of course, books with multiple contributors have a number of potential (and real) weaknesses. There is the danger of disparate writing styles, inconsistency of approach, and differing academic and theological interests. We have tried to minimize some of these dangers by having every chapter follow the same fivefold structure: Introduction, Background Issues, Structure and Outline, Message and Theology, and Select Bibliography. But even within this structure, we have tried to allow each other some freedom in terms of how we approach each book. For instance, under the Message and Theology section some authors have preferred to describe the message under major theological headings, whereas others have described the message of the book chapter by chapter—almost like a commentary. So even a formal structure cannot make all chapters look exactly the same. As a result, and despite our best efforts, this volume still runs the danger of feeling like a collection of chapters lacking the consistency of a single-authored volume. With this many different writers, a level of diversity and multiplicity is simply inevitable.


But it is our hope that the weaknesses of a multiauthored volume are outweighed by its strengths. A multiauthored volume allows the reader to be exposed to a variety of different perspectives and backgrounds—something that single-authored volumes are unable to achieve. The reader is not bound to just a single voice, but is able to hear a range of voices. And certain readers will resonate with some voices more than others. In addition, a multiplicity of contributors allows for each one to home in on his particular area of expertise. Such specificity gives the reader an opportunity to hear from a scholar whose research specializes in the very area about which he is writing.


Two good examples of how such a volume allows for scholarly specialization are Charles Hill’s chapters on the Johannine letters and the book of Revelation. In addition to Hill’s extensive research into the Johannine corpus (see again The Johannine Corpus in the Early Church), he also has done intensive primary research into early Christian eschatological views in his book Regnum Caelorum: Patterns of Millennial Thought in Early Christianity, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001). This latter volume helps Hill sift through the various views on Revelation from the perspective of the history of the church.


In addition, it should be noted that the multiauthored nature of the volume is driven by the occasion for which it was written. As Ligon Duncan notes in the foreword, the volume is being written in commemoration of Reformed Theological Seminary’s fiftieth anniversary in 2016. For this reason, nearly all New Testament professors throughout the seminary’s history were included. As a result, this volume not only provides a glimpse into the thinking of individual scholars; it provides a glimpse into the ministry of Reformed Theological Seminary as a whole and its commitment to the authority of the Bible, Reformed theology, and a love for the church.


It is pastoral. As noted above, the very real purpose of this volume is to help Bible study leaders, pastors, and Christian leaders to teach and apply the Word of God to their respective audiences. This is, of course, the reason for the emphasis on the message of these books (and not just technical background issues). Moreover, this volume has sought to take the message of these books and apply it to the issues before the church in a practical and pastoral manner.


By way of example, William Barcley’s chapter on 1 Peter takes the discussion of life as a foreigner and alien and, with a pastoral touch, encourages readers to keep their eyes fixed on the New Jerusalem and our eternal inheritance. Bruce Lowe, in his chapter on James, does an excellent job taking James’s discussion of faith and works and applying it to the practical day-to-day struggle that Christians face over sanctification. And in my own chapter on the Gospel of John, I lay out practical ways that John’s message can be applied to an audience in a sermon or Bible study series.


This pastoral dimension to this New Testament introduction is driven by two factors. First, almost all of the contributors are also ordained ministers, and many of them have years of pastoral experience. Consequently, there is a natural inclination within these scholars to teach the biblical text in a manner that is practical and pastoral. Second, all of the contributors are committed to the idea that the primary purpose of biblical scholarship is to teach and bless the church. This does not mean, of course, that one is forbidden from doing scholarship geared toward one’s academic peers. Indeed, many of the contributors have written impressive scholarly works interacting with the broader academic guild. But those same scholars recognize that this is not the only purpose of their scholarship. Ultimately, God’s Word has been given for the edification and development of God’s people. A scholar can make a meaningful contribution to his field and, at the same time, apply his scholarly efforts to the local church setting. This volume (we hope) is a demonstration that the two are not mutually exclusive. In this sense, its contributors really are pastor-scholars.


With these distinctives in mind, we can now turn our attention to the individual books of the New Testament. Our hope, in the words of the apostle Paul, is that “the Word of the Lord may speed ahead and be honored” (2 Thess. 3:1) as a result of the content of this volume. Soli Deo gloria.
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Matthew


Reggie M. Kidd


INTRODUCTION


Of the four canonical Gospels, Matthew’s is the only one to use the term church (ἐκκλησία, 16:18; 18:17). For this and other reasons, Matthew’s account has always commended itself as being especially useful to the “church” that Jesus founds in this Gospel. One reason is that as a master artisan—or in his own terms, a steward of old and new (13:52)—Matthew structures his Gospel in a way that ties the Old and New Testaments together as Israel’s story and the continuation of Israel’s story in the newly emergent church. To that end, Matthew provides richly suggestive patterns for teaching (see below, for his five teaching blocks: the Sermon on the Mount [chaps. 5–7], the mission to Israel [chap. 10], parables of the kingdom [chap. 13], life in the church [chap. 18], and preparation for judgment [chaps. 23–25]).


Another reason that Matthew’s Gospel has proved so serviceable for the church’s teaching and preaching is its finely balanced sense of Jesus’s mission—its sense that God has come among us, first to forgive and heal, and then to remake and refashion. Immanuel has come to take our sin to the cross and then to work in us so that, at the core of our being, we reflect the character of our heavenly Father in what we do. Accordingly, beginning as early as Irenaeus in the second century, Christians have associated Matthew’s Gospel with the figure of the “man” in Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 4.1 This profound intuition takes its point of departure from the fact that Matthew begins with Jesus’s human genealogy. Matthew’s first words in Greek—literally, “A book of genesis”—indicate that he would have us understand that the human race’s new genesis takes place now in Jesus. And in the end, there is nothing that makes human beings more radiantly alive than reflecting the character of the God whose image they bear.


BACKGROUND ISSUES


Authorship


The “Gospel according to Matthew” never circulated without that title, and has long been believed to have been written by the apostle Matthew. According to Eusebius (fourth century), Papias (second century) received from John the elder (first century) the understanding that Mark wrote his Gospel as “Peter’s interpreter” (ἑρμενευτὴς Πέτρου) and that Mark did so “not in ordered form”; then Matthew “gathered together the logia [a term which can refer both to words and to deeds] in an ordered arrangement in the Hebrew dialect” (Ἑβραḯδι διαλέκτῳ τὰ λόγια συνετάξατο).2 Early church writers and modern scholars thought that by “Hebrew dialect” Papias meant the Hebrew or Aramaic language. But Matthew’s Greek is some of the smoothest in the New Testament; more likely, Papias meant that Matthew’s “ordered arrangement” was according to Hebrew sense of style.3 Thus, for instance, his arrangement (see below) of the deeds and words of Jesus into five blocks that recall the structure of the Torah.


Additionally, Origen (third century) understood Matthew to be “once a tax collector, but later an apostle of Jesus Christ; he published it for those who came to faith from Judaism.”4 It is difficult to know by what authority Origen identifies Matthew as the tax collector—whether he has an external authority, or whether he infers it by observing (as many have since) that Matthew’s Gospel alone calls him “the tax collector” when listing him as one of the twelve apostles (Matt. 10:3).5 Regardless, early church tradition assigned Matthew the symbol of three purses.


C. F. D. Moule’s suggestion that Matthew 13:52 is autobiographical is attractive: “Therefore every scribe who has been trained [μαθητεύεσθαι here is cognate both with the word “disciple” (μαθητής) and with Matthew’s name (Μαθθαῖος)] for the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house, who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.” It is impossible to prove, despite E. J. Goodspeed’s proposal, that Matthew is pointing to the sort of note taking or secretarial skills that his craft would have required, now brought into the service of Jesus. Nonetheless, it is just as plausible as (and I suggest more so than) modern theories that bypass historical Matthew—for example, “Matthew” as a written project by a collaborative group (similar to the writings of the Essene community)6 or a work produced by “a second-generation (Hellenized) Jew.”7 Moreover, if the intention in these theoretical instances was to appropriate the name of one of the Twelve as the author to lend legitimacy to the teaching, one might have expected the use of the name of a more illustrious apostle.8


Audience


Because of this Gospel’s familiarity with the Jewish world of its day, the scholarly consensus is that Matthew is written to a Greek-speaking Jewish Christian community, one that is grappling with Israel’s mission to the nations through Jesus the Messiah. This could be one of any number of churches, from Alexandria, to Jerusalem, to Antioch, Sidon, Tyre, or beyond. Matthew’s Gospel itself does not yield many clues, except perhaps that when Matthew notes the spread of Jesus’s fame early in his ministry, the Gospel writer notes his fame extending beyond Mark’s Galilee (Mark 1:39) or even Luke’s Judea (Luke 4:44) to include, of all places, Syria (Matt. 4:23–24). It was there, according to the book of Acts (see esp. Acts 11:19–30; 13–14), that the early church first learned how to bridge the gulf between its Jewish roots and the Gentile mission, and where “the church” was gaining an independent identity as being made up of “Christians.” It was there that Matthew’s Gospel is first cited, and heavily so, by a postbiblical church leader, to wit, Ignatius (second century), Bishop of Syrian Antioch (e.g., using Matt. 3:15, “to fulfill all righteousness,” when describing Jesus’s baptism).9


Date


Most modern scholars are quite certain that Matthew was written after AD 70, that is, after the Jewish war that led to the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in AD 70. Matthew 22:7 presumably forecasts Jerusalem’s destruction after the fact: “The king was angry, and he sent his troops and destroyed those murderers and burned their city.” And there is the fact that of all four Gospels, Matthew alone uses the word church to refer to Jesus’s followers. That fact in combination with the indication of the destruction of Jerusalem is thought to be decisive in a post–AD 70 dating of Matthew. Only then, so it is assumed, does “the church” come into self-consciousness for Jewish Christians as an entity distinct from synagogue and temple.


To the contrary, contends J. A. T. Robinson, Matthew’s (and the other Gospels’ as well) references to the destruction of Jerusalem are restrained enough to make us wonder if they are not read better as coming before the events. Matthew 22:7, says Robinson, could presuppose, but does not require, a post–AD 70 dating, especially when compared with references, say, in the Sibylline Oracles that clearly are after AD 70.10 And the prophecies in Matthew’s Olivet Discourse (chap. 24) are decidedly forward looking; especially telling is the inclusion of an “immediately” between the destruction (24:29) and “the end [consummation] of the age” (24:3) to follow. And, as Robinson contends, from “references to conditions in Jerusalem ‘to this day’ (27:8; cf. 28:15), one would have expected him of all people to draw attention to the present devastation of the site.”11


These considerations, along with other indications that temple practice continues in Matthew’s day (e.g., leaving your gift at the altar, paying the temple tax, swearing by the gift on the altar—Matt. 5:23–24; 17:24–27; 23:16–22), suggest that Irenaeus got it right: Matthew wrote “at the time when Peter and Paul were preaching the gospel and founding the church in Rome.”12


It is indeed true that one of the most distinctive things about Matthew’s Gospel is that his is the only one to use the word church. For that reason, many scholars wrongly assume that this Gospel has read back into Jesus’s ministry a teaching that could not possibly have come from him but must have been attributed to him after his death and (supposed) resurrection.13 To the contrary, if the New Testament’s unanimous sense of Jesus’s mission is correct (death and resurrection, followed by ascension and the proclamation of the gospel), it is altogether reasonable to see him anticipating a communal embodiment of his work in the wake of his death, resurrection, and ascension. Moreover, Jesus’s preparing of his followers for the rise of the “church” reckons most satisfactorily with the profound Jewishness of his sense of the corporate nature of God’s self-expression in human history. God images his life into the world through the dyad of male and female, through the family of Abraham, through the “peculiar possession” of the children of Israel, through the nation that comes together under David and Solomon, and through the “remnant” through whom he works even in exile. That Matthew has Jesus talking about the “church” is no argument for a late date.


Purpose


Regardless of the precise location of the audience and date of composition, the purpose of Matthew’s Gospel seems to be at least threefold:




	to demonstrate that the Hebrew Scriptures have all along been pointing to Jesus as Messiah and inaugurator of God’s kingdom “now and not yet”;


	to show that Jesus has brought forgiveness and personal renewal, enabling a true understanding and keeping of the Torah’s intent; and


	to explain how Jesus, who is “with you to the end of the age,” is forming a community—that is, the “church”—of Jewish and Gentile followers to model the presence of God’s kingdom in the present age and to take God’s mission to the nations.





It is in this instruction, showing Jewish and non-Jewish believers how to live together, through lives transformed from the inside out, that the Gospel of Matthew provides deep, rich preaching material for the pastor who desires to help a congregation develop an authentic and loving witness to a skeptical world.


Historicity


To most scholars, that the Gospel of Matthew relies heavily on Mark is beyond debate: at least 90 percent of Mark shows up here, but in Matthew the stories are compressed and cleaner. Consistently, Matthew displays a clearer, more concise and correct use of Greek than does Mark. Events are usually recounted in Mark’s sequence—but not always. Where Matthew departs from Mark in chronology, Luke tends to agree with Mark. In fact, it is generally agreed by conservative and liberal scholars alike that Mark and Luke are more governed by chronology, while Matthew is more interested in thematic development. Regardless, it is easier for most who look into the matter to assume that if there is a literary relationship, it is more likely that Matthew is using Mark as part of his framework than that Mark works off of Matthew. This is especially so since otherwise Mark “drops” 50 percent of the material in Matthew overall and yet expands, without literary elegance, Matthew’s tightly crafted stories and sayings. Worth a mention is that, in modern scholarship, there has always been a minority report arguing that if there is a literary relationship, Matthew came first, and Mark adapted his material. However, we note, with Leon Morris, “It is not easy to understand why Mark in abbreviating Matthew should so consistently come up with narratives that are longer as well as more lifelike.”14


Scholars have offered various scenarios to account for the differences between Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Many speculate as to the existence of a separate additional writing, the “Q” document (“Q” is short for the German Quelle, or “source”), as the underlying source for teaching material shared by Matthew and Luke (e.g., Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount and Luke’s Sermon on the Plain). Along with a hypothesized “M” document to account for material unique to Matthew (e.g., the sheep and the goats) and a hypothesized “L” document to account for material unique to Luke (e.g., the good Samaritan), Mark and “Q” form the elements of the “four document” theory by which majority scholarship proposes to account for the three Synoptic Gospels. I must take issue with how easily modern scholarship insists that the relationships among the Gospels have to be accounted for by appeal to mere documents (whether actual, like Mark’s, or hypothesized, like “M” and “L” and “Q”). There is every reason to think that each of the four Gospels is directly (for Matthew, see 13:52; for Mark, see 14:51–52; and for John, see 19:35; 21:24–25) or indirectly (for Luke, see 1:1–4) a product of eyewitness accounts—and, moreover, eyewitnesses who participated in a complex relational network of shared experiences and varying perspectives.


Some of the differences between the Gospels concern sequence (the order of the temptations of Christ) or timing (did Jesus cleanse the temple at the beginning of his ministry, at the end, or both?). For this particular overview of Matthew, what matters is to recognize that Matthew has, for his own reasons, arranged his material thematically. As John H. Walton and D. Brent Sandy point out, “The evangelists felt free to rearrange the order of events to suit the points they were making.”15 And, just to clarify, it is only under the most questionable of assumptions that thematic arrangement and historicity are deemed to be incompatible.


STRUCTURE AND OUTLINE


Matthew is “the architect among the Evangelists,” says Herman Ridderbos.16 With consummate artistry, Matthew alternates the words and deeds of Jesus. In fact, he frames the whole of his portrait of Christ around five series of narratives, each culminating in one of five respective great discourses. He ends each narrative-plus-discourse section with the identical formula, nicely preserved in the ASV: “And it came to pass when Jesus finished . . .” (7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1).


    I.Genealogy, Birth, and Infancy Narratives (1:1–2:23)


   II.Series 1: From Coronation to Keynote (3:1–7:29)


A.Narrative (3:1–4:25)


B.Discourse: Beatitudes and Sermon on the Mount (5:1–7:27)


C.Bridge: “When Jesus had finished these words” (7:28–29)


  III.Series 2: Call to Discipleship and Mission (8:1–11:1)


A.Narrative (8:1–10:4)


B.Discourse: Mission of the Disciples (10:5–42)


C.Bridge: “When Jesus had finished commanding” (11:1)


  IV.Series 3: The Wisdom of the Kingdom of Heaven (11:2–13:53)


A.Narrative (11:2–12:50)


B.Discourse: Parables of the Kingdom (13:1–52)


C.Bridge: “When Jesus had finished these parables” (13:53)


   V.Series 4: The Shape of the Church (13:54–19:2)


A.Narrative (13:54–17:27)


B.Discourse: Living in the Kingdom/Church (18:1–35)


C.Bridge: “When Jesus had finished these words” (19:1–2)


  VI.Series 5: Preparation for Judgment (19:3–26:1)


A.Narrative (19:3–22:46)


B.Discourse: Woes and the Peril and Judgment to Come (23:1–25:46)


C.Bridge: “When Jesus had finished all these words” (26:1)


VII.Crucifixion, Resurrection, and Commissioning (26:2–28:20)


The birth and death-resurrection narratives, along with the five series between them, form a chiasm.


aGenealogy, birth, and infancy narratives (1:1–2:23)


bSeries 1: From coronation to keynote (3:1–7:29)


cSeries 2: Call to discipleship and mission (8:1–11:1)


dSeries 3: The wisdom of the kingdom of heaven (11:2–13:53)


c'Series 4: The shape of the church (13:54–19:2)


b'Series 5: Preparation for judgment (19:3–26:1)


a'Crucifixion, resurrection, and commissioning (26:2–28:20)


The first portion of Matthew (chaps. 1–7: lineage, birth, and infancy narratives, plus series 1) consists of a movement from the genealogy of Jesus through his birth and rescue from Herod, followed by his baptism by John the Baptist and the beginnings of his public ministry (chaps. 1–4). The climax of the opening section is the Sermon on the Mount (chaps. 5–7), the keynote to Jesus’s teaching ministry.


Matthew begins the second portion (8:1–11:1, series 2) by clustering in chapters 8–9 several power (and healing) miracle stories that are otherwise scattered throughout Mark. Here is featured the call of Matthew the tax collector (Matt. 9:9–13, which is thought by many to be Matthew’s authorial signature). The twelve disciples are named in a single paragraph before Jesus commissions them all for the mission to Israel (chap. 10), the climax of the second section.


In the third section (11:2–13:53, series 3), Matthew provides narrative illustrations of the peculiar nature and timing of the kingdom of heaven—from John the Baptist’s question about Jesus’s identity (11:2–19), to the disciples’ plucking of grain on the Sabbath (12:1–8), to Jesus’s conflict with Beelzebul (12:22–32). Then he draws together parables—with a focus on the parable of the sower (13:1–9, 36–43)—in which Jesus teaches that the kingdom is “already and not yet,” and also hidden and revealed.


The fourth section (13:54–19:2, series 4) marks Jesus’s preparation for the cross and for the creation of the church. Appropriately, the narrative portion begins with the rejection of Jesus at Nazareth (13:54–58) and the death of John the Baptist at the hand of Herod the tetrarch (14:1–12). The section takes in the full sweep of Jesus’s intention:




	to provide heavenly food for Israel (14:13–21), the feeding of the five thousand in Israel;


	to reshape God’s people by making faith the boundary marker between “clean” and “unclean” (15:1–28); and


	to provide bread for the nations as well as for Israel (15:32–39), the feeding of the four thousand, following Jesus’s ministry in the Decapolis and before his return to Israel.





Peter’s confession at Philippi (deep in Gentile Lebanon) becomes the occasion for Jesus to explain the ironic way in which he will save his people and build his church. The section culminates with what Frederick Dale Bruner aptly calls “The Sermon on the Congregation.”17 Here is Jesus’s teaching on the shape of the church, the community his cross will create, marked as it will be by humility, mutual care, and forgiveness (Matthew 18).


The fifth section (19:3–28:20, series 5 and the Passion and Resurrection Narratives) begins with Jesus moving closer to Jerusalem and into deeper and deeper conflict with “the chief priests and the Pharisees” (e.g., 21:45). The narrative of his Triumphal Entry (21:1–17) as well as the accounts of his actions (like the cursing of the fig tree, 21:18–22) and teachings around the temple precincts (like the parable of the wicked tenants [21:33–45] and of the wedding banquet [22:1–14]) make it clear that the prophecy must come true:


The stone that the builders rejected


has become the cornerstone. (21:42)


The section climaxes with a long discourse that mirrors in many ways the Sermon on the Mount: the blessings of the kingdom (5:1–12) give way to the “woes” of the counter-kingdom (23:1–36). The city on a hill that makes God’s light visible (5:14–16) gives way to a city doomed for having extinguished God’s light (chap. 24). The choice to build on rock or sand (7:24–27) will prove to have been made by those who have unknowingly served or not served the King by caring for “the least of these my brothers” (25:31–46). There follow Jesus’s trial, death, resurrection, and mission to the nations. Particular Matthean features include Judas’s hanging himself, the rising of “many . . . of the saints who had fallen asleep” at Jesus’s death (27:52), the conspiracy to cover up Jesus’s resurrection, and the giving of the Great Commission.


MESSAGE AND THEOLOGY


Theological Themes


Immanuel, “God with Us”


In Matthew’s account of Jesus’s “genesis,” we meet the line of Abraham, in whom, God promised, all the families of the earth would find themselves blessed. God directs his re-creative purposes for the human race through this family—and then through the kingdom that God establishes through one of Abraham’s progeny, David. Abraham’s and David’s stories were not told in a vacuum, nor were they intended to serve ethnic and national pride. They were told for “all the families of the earth” (Gen. 12:3; cf. Ps. 22:27, one of the most Davidic psalms). It is in this human line—even through, precisely through, the torturous path of exile (Matt. 1:11–12)—that Jesus, human himself and humanity’s singular hope, appears.


After Matthew anchors Jesus’s life in the stuff of our humanity, Matthew turns to Jesus’s divinity. The Christ’s name is Jesus, which means “Yah saves.” And while the name Jesus served (and still does) as a normal human name, Matthew insists that for this child it means more. First, Jesus’s origin (his “genesis”) is not merely human, but divine as well: “she [Mary] was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit” (1:18). Second, the reason he bears the name “Yah saves” is that his mission is to “save his people from their sins” (1:21), a task only God himself can perform. Third, his name is also “Immanuel (which means, God with us)” (1:23). Nor is the title “God with us” to be taken merely metaphorically, for Matthew’s Jesus maintains




	that when his followers gather, “there am I among them” (18:20);


	that when his followers baptize, they do so in his name as well as the Father’s and the Holy Spirit’s; and


	that wherever they may go to make disciples, “I am with you always, to the end of the age” (28:20).





Some things are hard to put on one side of the divine-human ledger. Though Matthew is profoundly interested in Jesus’s authority (7:29; 8:9; 9:6; 10:1; 21:23; 28:18), he also embraces the complementary truth: Jesus’s true humanity, pointedly expressed in the “ignorance” passages: (1) the Father decides who will be on the right and on the left of the Son of Man (20:23); (2) Jesus does not know the timing of the world’s end (24:36); and (3) he dies with the question “why” on his lips (27:46).


Then there is Jesus’s sonship: To the extent that he is the focus of the statement “Out of Egypt I called my son” (2:15), Jesus is the personification of Israel, humanity in right relation to divinity. To the extent that he lives the wilderness-obedience that counters Israel’s wilderness rebellion, he shows what it is for “man” (ὁ ἄνθρωπος) to live by more than mere bread. And, of course, the genealogy goes to some lengths to show human descent. Then again, the final puzzle Jesus poses to his interlocutors hinges upon the (scripturally derived!) conundrum of the Messiah being both David’s Son and David’s Lord (22:41–46)—that is to say, Jesus understands himself to be God’s divine Son.


In his view of Christ as God-man, Matthew joins the other New Testament voices that stand out as christological theologians:


•John: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1); and note John’s seven “I am” statements;


•Hebrews: “He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3); and


•Paul: “Though he was in the form of God . . .” (Phil. 2:6).


It is not difficult to understand why the church’s consensus came to be that Jesus is fully divine and fully human—or as Christian artist Shai Linne expresses it, “Jesus both God and man, two hundred percent.”


What marks Matthew’s christology as special is the way he organically unfolds Jesus Christ’s humanity and divinity for a Jewish Christian readership. He does so in terms of Israel’s story. That is to say, Jesus is the new Torah; “greater than the temple” (12:6); “greater than Jonah” (12:41); “greater than Solomon” (12:42); the one in whom God’s kingdom has come and is coming; Israel’s one teacher; and, finally, “God with us,” who is fully known, ironically, in “the least of these” (25:45).


Jesus as the New Torah


Matthew renders the life and ministry of Jesus in five discrete sections of material, recalling the five books of Moses, the Torah or Pentateuch. Thematically, Matthew’s Gospel follows the arc of Torah. No less than the book of Genesis, Matthew’s account is one of “beginnings.” Matthew’s narrative of Jesus’s birth and early ministry echoes Exodus’s story of deliverance (see below). Leviticus is dominated by the theme of “holiness,” both by way of sanctifying sacrifices (e.g., Lev. 16:30) and by way of instruction (e.g., Lev. 19:2, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy”). Just so, in Matthew’s account Jesus offers his own “blood of the covenant . . . for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28) and teaches his followers to be “perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). If the book of Numbers is the story of God’s people becoming a community on the journey to the Promised Land, Matthew undertakes instructions on how to be the “church” while “going and making disciples.” And just as the book of Deuteronomy places a life and death choice before God’s people at Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, so Jesus pronounces beatitudes (Matthew 5) and woes (Matthew 23),18 and says, in effect, “Build wisely” (Matt. 7:24); in other words, “Choose life” (Deut. 30:19).


Indeed, Matthew implies that Jesus corrects wrong ideas about what the Torah was supposed to do and be. Jews contemporary to Jesus thought of the Torah as “the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven.”19 Thus, as Simon the Just maintained, “Upon three things the world rests: upon the Torah, upon the temple service, and upon the doing of acts of kindness.”20


Extraordinarily—and imperiously if he is not indeed divine—Jesus claims that what people sought in Torah they will instead find in him. “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28–30). Thus, with the nine beatitudes, Jesus stands as covenant Lord, pronouncing promissory blessings as though standing on Deuteronomy’s Mount Gerizim. With the seven woes, Jesus pronounces warning woes as though standing on Deuteronomy’s Mount Ebal.


What the Torah was, Jesus is. Yet there are two big differences: First, to worship the Torah is idolatry at worst, or bibliolatry at best; to worship Jesus is not idolatrous, for he is “God with us” (Matt. 1:23). Second, Jesus can “save his people from their sins” (1:21); the Torah cannot. The Torah can provide what Paul will call a provisional “pass[ing] over” (Rom. 3:25) of sins through promissory “blood of the covenant” (Ex. 24:8); now Jesus provides “my blood of the covenant” (Matt. 26:28). The God-breathed book Torah can anticipate forgiveness; the God-man Jesus can provide forgiveness.


Matthew wants readers to know that the Torah is being fulfilled in Jesus. Holy Scripture was always about something and Someone beyond itself. Again and again, Matthew quotes scriptural formulas to let his readers know that Jesus is updating Israel’s story.


•Matthew 1:23. Jesus’s birth fulfills the promise that God would be Immanuel, “God with us” (cf. Isa. 7:14).


•Matthew 2:15. Jesus is the obedient and faithful Son Israel was supposed to have been (Hos. 11:1). Thus, his life, especially the early events, are a telling of Israel’s exodus story: miraculous birth, rescue from the plot of an evil king, sojourn to and calling out from Egypt, passing through baptismal waters and reception of the Holy Spirit, temptation for forty days (instead of forty years) in the wilderness, obedience when Israel has not obeyed (thus the quotes from Deuteronomy when Jesus confronts the Devil), and the beginning of the conquest of God’s enemies (exorcisms, healings, confrontation with maleficent and confused spiritual authorities).


•Matthew 8:16–17. Jesus’s healings fulfill the suffering servant prophecy (Isa. 53:5).


•Matthew 12:6. Jesus is greater than the temple, the place where God lived (even if, for the time being, Jesus accepts the provisional arrangement—17:24–27).


•Matthew 12:41. Jesus is greater than Jonah (the one who was “dead” three days and nights and who went on a reluctant mission to pagans).


•Matthew 12:42. Jesus is greater than Solomon (the first son of David’s line to inherit the throne).


•Matthew 12:15–21. Jesus’s silence fulfills the prophecy concerning the servant who will not break a bruised reed (Isa. 42:1–4).


•Matthew 13:10–17. Jesus’s parables fulfill Isaiah’s commission to confound as well as instruct (Isa. 6:9–10 LXX).


•Matthew 21:10–17. Jesus cleanses the temple as part of the restoration of the Psalm 8 vision of the restoration of humankind’s role to bear God’s glory and lead God’s creation in praise (Ps. 8:3 LXX).


By quoting Jesus as claiming to be greater than the temple (Matt. 12:6), greater than Jonah (12:41), and greater than Solomon (12:42), Matthew forces the question, is this not the Priest, Prophet, and King toward whom everything in Israel’s history has been oriented?


“Greater Than the Temple”


Under Moses’s administration, God established his presence among his people. He did so by rescuing them not just from their enemies, the Egyptians, but also from the angel of death that they, no less than the Egyptians, deserved. God established his presence by “cutting a covenant” with them, whereby he became their God, and they his people. The Ten Commandments formed the germ of a covenant document binding the Lord and his covenant people together. The Torah—the five books of Moses—served as the amplification and explication of that covenant relationship.


God established his presence among his people by providing sacrifices of atonement and fellowship, by giving oracles that revealed his character and described what it meant to bear his likeness, and by constituting them as his “peculiar people”—that is, as a showcase for what a redeemed community was to look like. The symbolic place of covenant life under Moses was the tabernacle; under Solomon, the tabernacle yielded to the temple. Matthew describes the yielding of both Torah and temple to Immanuel.


The reason that Jesus is “greater than the temple” (Matt. 12:6) is that he transforms two things: first, the sacrificial system, and second, the place of meeting.


Alone among the Gospels, Matthew cites Isaiah 53:4, “He took our illnesses and bore our diseases” (Matt. 8:17). Also alone among the Gospels, at the institution of the Last Supper, Matthew’s Jesus uses Moses’s language of the “blood of the covenant” (Matt. 26:28; cf. Ex. 24:8), with two startling additions: (1) the pronoun “my” to qualify the blood; and (2) the explanatory “poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” The verb “poured out” is also a uniquely Matthean appeal to Isaiah 53—in this case, an echo of Isaiah’s anticipation of the hope that the suffering servant will have “poured out his self to death” (Isa. 53:12). Almost as if to provide a bookend to the explanation that Jesus’s name indicates “he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21), Matthew says that upon Jesus’s death, “behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom” (27:51). The death of the Sin-Bearer marks the end of the separation between a holy God and his people. The temporary halt to sacrifices that Jesus forced when he cleansed the temple turns out to be a promise of their permanent end by means of his atoning sacrifice. As he says, “the Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (20:28).


With the fulfillment of the temple’s housing of sacrifice comes the fulfillment of the temple’s role as place of meeting. What the sacrifices once provided in merely anticipatory fashion—mediation for sinners—Jesus now provides finally and fully. What the temple once was—a place of meeting for God’s people—Jesus now is in himself as he gathers his own into his church.


When Jesus cleanses the temple, he objects that the building has been hijacked from its original intent: to be a “house of prayer” (Matt. 21:13). That is to say, the temple is the place for God and humans to meet together, the place of concourse between the Redeemer Lord and his redeemed people. During the consecration of Solomon’s temple, the shekinah presence of God was so intense it was unbearable (2 Chronicles 6). Now the shekinah presence is Jesus himself: “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them” (Matt. 18:20). The temple, in turn, was the centerpiece of a city in which God intended to showcase his character, his holiness, and his love for the human race:


Great is the LORD and greatly to be praised


in the city of our God!


His holy mountain, beautiful in elevation,


is the joy of all the earth,


Mount Zion, in the far north,


the city of the great King. (Ps. 48:1–2)


Now, that city is Christ’s followers: “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden” (Matt. 5:14). Immanuel, “God with us,” once lived among us in flesh and blood. Now in the great period between his earthly ministry and the restoration of all things, Immanuel lives among us in the church.


“Greater Than Jonah”


In Jesus Christ, Israel’s prophetic mission to the nations comes to life—literally—following the Son of Man’s three days and nights “in the heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40).


Of the four canonical Gospel writers, it is Luke who is known for his attention to the Gentile mission. Luke frames the larger corpus of Luke-Acts by beginning with the promise of John the Baptist’s birth in the Jewish temple and by ending with Paul’s ministering from a Roman prison. Within that larger framework itself, Luke brackets his Gospel, at one end, with Isaianic allusions to the Gentile mission in Simeon’s canticle (“a light for revelation to the Gentiles,” Luke 2:32; see Isa. 42:6) and the prologue to John the Baptist’s ministry (“and all flesh shall see the salvation of God,” Luke 3:6; see Isa. 40:5) and, at the other end, with the resurrected Jesus sending the disciples to Jerusalem to await the outpouring of the Holy Spirit so that in his name they could proclaim repentance and forgiveness of sins “to all nations” (Luke 24:47). Luke alone names Roman officials other than Pilate (e.g., Luke 2:1–2; 3:1), and Luke’s Jesus provokes his fellow Galileans by reminding them of the Lord’s interest in Gentiles during the ministries of the two great prophets Elijah and Elisha (Luke 4:25–27).


Conversely, Matthew strikes many as the most Jewish of the Gospels. In chapter 10, for instance, Jesus sends the disciples not “among the Gentiles” but rather to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (10:5–6), and in chapter 15, he maintains (if ironically) that he was sent “only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (15:24).


Even so, Matthew’s understanding of the Gentile mission is especially noteworthy. Matthew includes pagan women in Jesus’s genealogy. He recounts the homage that the pagan magi pay Israel’s newborn King (Matthew 2). He notes how the Galilee of Jesus’s ministry is “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Matt. 4:15; from Isa. 9:1). He maintains that Jesus’s healings bear the mark of Isaiah’s servant, who “will proclaim justice to the Gentiles” and in whose “name the Gentiles will hope” (Matt. 12:15–21, esp. 18, 21; from Isa. 42:1–4). Matthew attributes to the pagan Syrophoenician woman the faith to ask mercy from Jesus as “Son of David” (15:22), while the disciples show themselves abjectly obtuse about what Jesus has brought them into pagan territory to learn. Matthew foresees the “end of the age” culminating in the angels bringing cleansing fire to the whole world (13:38–39) and the Son of Man gathering “all the nations” to separate sheep from goats (25:31–46). Most strikingly, Matthew closes his Gospel with Jesus’s commission to make disciples of all the (pagan) nations, baptizing them and teaching them all that he had commanded.


Matthew shares the “greater than Jonah” saying with Luke (Matt. 12:41 // Luke 11:32), as well as Jesus’s protest that the only sign that will be given is “the sign of the prophet Jonah” (Matt. 12:39). Perhaps it seems like a small thing; nonetheless, only Matthew makes of the saying a duplet, specifying that Jonah was a “prophet” who “was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish.” Just so, Jesus maintains, “will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (12:39–40). God had called Jonah to die to lovelessness for pagans. When Jonah refused that death, God gave him another—a symbolic death in the belly of the great fish. Even following his symbolic resurrection, Jonah prophesied only reluctantly. Jesus takes Jonah’s place (and, I expect, would call all his fellow Israelites to do so as well) in life and in death, so that Israel’s mission to tell the nations of God’s mercy can be lived out in and through him (and them also).


“Greater Than Solomon”


Jesus is Israel’s true King. Clearly and specifically, Matthew’s Jesus is Israel’s royal Son. Calling Joseph David’s son (1:20), Matthew’s genealogy stresses Jesus’s belonging to the Davidic line (1:6). It is Israel’s new King the magi seek, and indeed Micah says that it is from Bethlehem, city of David, that Israel’s ruler is to be born (Mic. 5:2). Jesus’s Davidic identity is stated in several distinctly Matthean passages (9:27; 12:3, 23; 15:22; 20:30–31). Most pointedly, on Palm Sunday his being hailed as Son of David is occasioned by a most literal of fulfillments of Zechariah 9:9: Jesus rides both colt and donkey (Matt. 21:2, 7). But he is also more than Israel’s ultimate human king. He shuts down the inquisition of 22:15–38 by asking how, in Psalm 110, David’s “Lord” could also be his Son. Here stands God himself, come to shepherd his flock, as the prophet Ezekiel promised he would (see Ezek. 34:11–16). Precisely here lies the christological mystery that theologians and hymn writers have been exploring for two thousand years.


Thus have ye heard that Christ is both David’s Son, and David’s Lord:


David’s Lord always, David’s Son in time:


David’s Lord, born of the substance of His Father,


David’s Son, born of the Virgin Mary, conceived by the Holy Ghost.


Let us hold fast both. . . .


He was made that which He made,


that what He made might not perish.


Very Man, Very God;


God and man whole Christ.


This is the Catholic faith.21


Finally, at his rising from the grave as David’s Son and Lord, Jesus receives “all authority in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 28:18). He is thus “Christus Victor,” the world’s rightful, divine-human sovereign, and he has sent his followers to the ends of the earth to proclaim his lordship and to enlist in his service.


The Mystery of Kingdom Come and Coming


King Jesus proclaims and embodies a kingdom that is both “already” and “not yet”—a kingdom that is both “come” and “coming.” Albert Schweitzer believed that the kingdom was entirely futuristic. He imagined Jesus dying as a failed prophet who sought to force its coming.22 C. H. Dodd believed that the kingdom was entirely present.23 He envisioned Jesus living, ministering, and teaching in such a way as to make the kingdom totally present in the ethic of forgiveness lived out by his followers. Each was right, and each was wrong.


Matthew’s shorthand would be to say that Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection have effected in the present the kingdom of the Son of Man (Matt. 13:41), and that in the future the Son of Man will effect a consummation that will culminate in the kingdom of the Father (Matt. 13:43). Oscar Cullmann offers a compelling analogy for the dual nature of Jesus’s perspective on the kingdom: what Christ has already effected is like the Allies’ establishment of a beachhead in Normandy during World War II. D-Day meant that V-Day was assured, even though there was still much fighting left to do.24 Through the Son, God’s rule has been inaugurated even in the midst of “this age,” and it will see consummation in “the age to come” (12:32). During the present kingdom of the Son of Man, Jesus’s followers experience the simultaneous realities of suffering and victory, and they reject the dead-end alternatives of resignation and triumphalism.


Perhaps nowhere else does the fine nuance of Jesus’s sense of the kingdom as “come and coming” take center stage than in his so-called kingdom parables of Matthew 13 (with some parallels in Mark and Luke). What George Eldon Ladd says of the parables in general is especially true of Matthew’s kingdom parables:


Our central thesis is that the Kingdom of God is the redemptive reign of God dynamically active to establish his rule among human beings, and that this Kingdom, which will appear as an apocalyptic act at the end of the age, has already come into human history in the person and mission of Jesus to overcome evil, to deliver people from its power, and to bring them into the blessings of God’s reign. The Kingdom of God involves two great moments: fulfillment within history, and consummation at the end of history. It is precisely this background which provides the setting for the parables of the Kingdom.25


What we see in the parable of the sower is that the kingdom works quietly and secretly; because it does not force itself upon people, it must be received willingly (Matt. 13:1–9, 18–23).26 The parable of the weeds puts us on notice that even though evil has not yet been apocalyptically expunged from society, God’s kingdom has nonetheless irrevocably taken root (13:24–28, 36–42). The parables of the mustard seed and of leaven communicate to us that though the kingdom is present in the world in what seems to be a tiny and significant form, one day the kingdom will be a large and dominant presence (13:31–33).27 The parables of the hidden treasure and the pearl of great price challenge us not to fail to see the worth of this kingdom, though it shows up in a remarkably unexpected way—whether it seems to just come up out of the ground or it somehow calls to you like a Stradivarius mistakenly hung on the wall of a pawn shop (13:44–46). And the parable of the net (13:47–50) informs us that one important aspect of the kingdom of God in its “already and not yet” form is that, despite our best and most faithful efforts, “even the community created by the working of the Kingdom in the world is not to be a pure community until the eschatological separation.”28


“You Have One Teacher”


Matthew portrays Jesus as the “one teacher” (Matt. 23:8) to whom his disciples should look. In Mark, with significantly less teaching material than in Matthew, Jesus calls us to a focused, relatively unembellished lifestyle: taking up our cross (Mark 8:34). In John, Jesus calls us to a similarly focused kind of community: loving one another as we have been loved. In Matthew, Jesus calls us to a fuller identity as community, putting feet on Mark’s demands for discipleship and John’s call for self-sacrificial love for one another.


The dimensions of the full-orbed discipleship that Jesus teaches in Matthew can fall under several headings: (1) Inwardness, (2) Forgiveness, (3) Rigor and elasticity in discernment, and (4) Faith and works.


Inwardness. In the first place, Jesus the teacher, while in no way backing off the normativity of God’s commands, manifests the law written in hearts.29 In the beatitudes, notes Thomas W. Ogletree, “Matthew is expressing in the language of law and commandment what might more appropriately be stated in the language of virtues.”30 Matthew’s Jesus is concerned, first, with who we are and, second, with what we do. For “the good person out of his good treasure brings forth good” (Matt. 12:35). There is no need to be squeamish about affirming that Jesus’s redemptive purpose for us is to make us good. He came that our lives might bear the impress of his humility, his mourning, his meekness, his hunger and thirst for righteousness, his mercifulness, his purity of heart, and his peaceableness (5:3–9)—and to the end that our lives might be the apologetic for his rule and reign (5:14–16).


Forgiveness. In the second place, the linchpin for the life that Jesus teaches is forgiveness. That is why Jesus anchors his extended teaching on the shape of the church (Matt. 13:54–20:34) with the parable of the unforgiving servant (18:21–35). Though the parable puts the matter in negative terms (“So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart,” 18:35), its thrust is to teach something positive: the logic of redemption. Put simply, forgiven people forgive. More expansively, loved people love.


Matthew’s approach to ethics is not often likened to Paul’s. But inasmuch as both Matthew and Paul promote ethical discernment based on the logic of redemption, their thinking is strikingly similar. Clearly, they learned it from their common Savior. Paul tells the eschatologically over-realized antinomians in Corinth that the only thing that counts is “keeping the commandments” (1 Cor. 7:19).31 But instead of illustrating his point with a list of casuistries or behavioral applications, Paul appeals to their sense of what it is to be redeemed: “You were bought with a price; do not become bondservants of men” (1 Cor. 7:23). Out of this new self-understanding, they are to discern how to live as Christ’s own, whether free or not, circumcised or not, married or not.


Likewise, Matthew calls for an “exceeding rightliness” (if I may adjust the language slightly to make a point), but it is not a “rightliness” of merit. Instead it is a hunger and thirst for being “rightly” synced with the mercy that has come from heaven. It is “rightly” taking the measure of forgiveness that is on offer in the blood of the new covenant. It is “rightly” reckoning the cost of one’s own unpayable debt that has been written off, and “rightly” writing off the always lesser debts owed by others.


Rigor and elasticity in discernment. For the very reason that he addresses people who know that Christ’s own “blood of the covenant” (Matt. 26:28) has secured their forgiveness, Matthew can portray a Jesus intent not just upon taking the commandments into the deeper places of their lives, but also upon shepherding people in the hard places of life—places that require less mechanical application of truths and more Spirit-led discernment of wisdom. “Learn from me” (11:29), says Jesus, who was anointed with the Spirit of God in his baptism (3:16; and see 12:18–20; from Isa. 42:1–4) and who accordingly promises us, “The Spirit of your Father [will be] speaking through you” (Matt. 10:20; compare 11:25).


Thus, throughout Matthew, Jesus shows how redeemed people, by the Spirit of God, learn to relate to God’s commandments. For instance, demonstrates Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew 18’s instructions on love in the community should be seen as an extended treatment of the sixth commandment (“Do not murder”). Matthew 19:1–15’s instructions on divorce should be seen as an extended treatment of the seventh commandment (“Do not commit adultery”). And Matthew 19:16–30’s account of the rich young man should be seen as an extended treatment of the eighth and tenth commandments (“Do not steal” and “Do not covet”).32


Jesus warns us not to present our offering when our brother has something against us, but first to seek reconciliation. Matthew would have us understand that this is what people who have been reconciled to God do. Jesus prescribes what to do when relationships break down. While, in the end, Matthew’s Jesus calls upon individuals to forgive seventy times seven (18:22), he also exhorts the community not to just let the irresponsible run riot over everybody else (18:15–18). Everybody is given the procedure for handling broken relationships (chap. 18). And leaders are called upon to be stewards of a treasure (13:52) and to be gatekeepers for the integrity of the community. They are there to protect “the little ones” (e.g., 18:6). Even the proscription of divorce is spoken of in a more mitigating—less romantic and perfectionistic—fashion than in Mark or Luke. In Matthew, Jesus addresses the question, what about when porneia has violated the relationship?


There is an extraordinary social realism—or better, a combination of rigor and realism—that underlies Jesus’s teaching in Matthew. The coming of a kingdom that is “now and not yet” calls for the utmost of wisdom—here exactitude, there elasticity. In the midst of a world that goes on as though nothing has happened, Christ’s disciples live as “a city set on a hill” and “the light of the world” (Matt. 5:14). At the same time, they continue to show respect both to civil authorities (“render to Caesar,” 22:21) and even to religious authorities who may not be completely worthy, who may in fact be anachronistic (“take that and give it [payment of the temple tax] to them for me and for yourself,” 17:27).


They can do so because they know “the new world, when the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne,” is coming in due time (19:28). Meanwhile, as Bruner notes, Matthew 7 stands against a censorious Christianity (“Judge not, that you be not judged,” 7:1), and Matthew 13 stands against a coercive Christianity (“Let both [weeds and wheat] grow together until the harvest,” 13:30), on the one hand. On the other hand, Matthew 18 stands for a conscientious Christianity (“If your brother sins against you . . . ,” 18:15), ensuring that the church of Matthew 7’s and13’s accommodation does not wink at sin. Matthew 7 and 13 keep the church from being puritanical, notes Bruner, while Matthew 18 keeps the church from being epicurean.33


And for Matthew, there is much at stake in our learning from Jesus both how to believe and how to live well.


Faith and works. As noted above, Matthew joins his voice to those of the other great New Testament voices that attest to the dual identity of Jesus as being both God and man. Another striking feature of Matthew’s Gospel is the way he also joins other New Testament voices proclaiming the great “both–and” of faith and works.


Various New Testament writers use their own terms and nuance the relationship between faith and works uniquely. Paul writes of “faith working through love” (Gal. 5:6) and an “obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5; 16:26). He eschews works as contributing to salvation, but insists on “good works” as constitutive of the life to which we have been saved (Eph. 2:10). Accordingly, Paul proclaims a “grace” that brings the gift of righteousness and forgiveness (Rom. 5:15, 17; Eph. 1:7; Titus 3:7); and he proclaims a “grace” that teaches a new way of living (Titus 2:11–14)—consoling and transforming grace, if you will. Congruently (though not always appreciated as such), James writes of faith and works belonging together, like body and spirit (James 2:26). John says it is vital to “confess the coming of Jesus Christ in the flesh” (2 John 7) and to keep the commandment(s) (2 John 5–6). The writer to the Hebrews calls for us to “draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith,” and for us to “stir up one another to love and good works” (Heb. 10:22, 24). In his first epistle, Peter promises us that we “are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet. 1:5). At the same time, Peter urges us to understand that when people see our “good deeds,” they will “glorify God on the day of visitation” (1 Pet. 2:12). Thus, Peter calls on us to sanctify Christ in our hearts and be ready to offer an apologia—a reason for belief—when people ask about the hope they see within us (1 Pet. 3:15).


In Matthew’s Gospel, pointedly, it is this same Peter who confesses, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16), embodying the kind of faith that saves. This is a confession that can come only as blessing from above and that alone can serve as a foundation for the church which Christ himself will build (Matt. 16:18); and that would prompt Peter to write later of faith’s preservative power (again, 1 Pet. 1:5). And, intriguingly, it is Peter who recalls the way the church’s “good deeds” will vindicate God’s character, as Jesus had taught, again in Matthew: “In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16).


Perhaps nowhere else in the New Testament is there such an unabashed affirmation of the need for the both–and of faith and works as in Matthew’s Gospel. Two Matthean parables sum the concern. In the parable of the two sons we learn that it is not as important that you say the right words (“‘I go, sir,’ but [he] did not go”), as it is that you do the right thing regardless of whether you give the right words (“‘I will not,’ but afterward he changed his mind and went,” Matt. 21:28–32). And in the parable of the wedding banquet we see the King graciously instructing his servants virtually to drag everybody to the feast, “all whom they found, both bad and good” (22:10); but then we note he expects them to have clothes for the occasion: “Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?” (22:12). God expects of us faith to accept the gracious invitation to the King’s feast, and readiness to learn how to carry oneself at the King’s feast—a “faith and works” combination seen in the examples below.


Faith: Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount begins by telling us that the first thing we must do is acknowledge the poverty and emptiness of our spirit (the first beatitude, 5:3). We are to believe in one who came “not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (20:28). And works: The sermon’s preamble concludes, “You are . . . a city on a hill” for the world to see who God is, and “the salt of the earth,” that through our lives dissolution and decay might not have the last say in the human story (compare Matt. 5:3, the first beatitude, with 5:13–14).


Faith: The second and third beatitudes call upon us to mourn as we acknowledge the awfulness of the world and our lot in it, to do so meekly and thus without bitterness, and to submit to realities that are beyond our ability to control. All of this is the posture taken by those who believe that Christ “came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matt. 5:4–5; 9:9–13). And works: The fourth beatitude changes direction quickly by urging us to “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (5:6). It promises satisfaction for those who lean into God’s plan to restore all “rightness”—personally, socially, cosmically (see Isa. 42:1–4; Hos. 12:6; Amos 5:24; Mic. 6:8). Likewise, the seventh beatitude (“Blessed are the peacemakers,” Matt. 5:9) calls for us to seek to restore broken relationships. We thereby show ourselves to be offspring of the God of peace, and people who both pray and actually live congruently with the prayer that God’s will be done “on earth as it is in heaven” (compare 5:6, 9 with 6:10).


Faith: We acknowledge, as the rich young ruler should have, that our goods can own us, instead of the reverse (19:16–22). We believe Jesus came to bring us in the “already” into the kingdom of heaven, which he compares to a “treasure hidden in a field” and a “pearl of great value” (13:44–46). We believe that the banquet of the kingdom of the Father is prefigured every time we partake of the bread and the “fruit of the vine” (26:26–29). And works: We learn the way of mercy: of unabashed care for the poor, of not just tithing our garden spices, but practicing justice, mercy, and faithfulness—“the weightier matters of the law” (compare 5:7, the fifth beatitude, with 23:23).


Faith: We confess, like the leper who cries, “Make me clean!” that we are unclean. We believe that Jesus’s “blood of the covenant” (Matt. 26:28) restores innocence to the fallen. And works: We pursue purity of heart (compare 8:2 with 5:8, the sixth beatitude).


Faith: We believe that Jesus is the very presence of God among us, that he offers us rest from all weariness of striving—of moralism, of works-righteousness, of self- or “my people” vindication (11:28). We believe that the One who has saved us from our sins is straightforwardly with us when we gather in worship and prayer (18:8–20). And works: We also believe that he is with us when we go and make disciples (28:18–20), and when we give food and drink to the hungry and thirsty, when we welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, care for the sick, and visit the imprisoned who are “the least of these”; especially, perhaps, when the least of these are those who are “persecuted for righteousness’ sake.” For when we have done so, Jesus, “God with us,” says, “You did it to me” (compare 25:31–46 with 5:10–11, the eighth and ninth beatitudes).


Chronological Overview


Genealogy, Birth, and Infancy Narratives (Matthew 1–2)


Matthew 1. One factor in the placement of Matthew at the head of the New Testament canon is the appearance of the Greek word γένεσις, “beginning” or “origin,” twice in the opening chapter. Matthew begins with “The book of the genealogy [γένεσις] of Jesus” (1:1) and follows the genealogy with an account of “the birth [γένεσις] of Jesus” (1:18). The origin of Jesus lies, first, in the paternal lineage of Joseph and, second, in the heavenly word that comes to Joseph about the child within Mary being “from the Holy Spirit” (1:18).


So, in a sense, Matthew is the New Testament’s book of Genesis, its book of beginnings. The church’s “beginnings” lie in God’s faithfulness to undo the curse of Genesis’s garden of Eden through the line of Abraham, as channeled through the line of David—with the following two provisos: First, just as the original call to Abraham came while he was a pagan in the land of the Chaldees, and just as that call had in view the eventual blessing of all the nations, so the line of the Messiah has included four women of pagan background or marriage: Tamar of Canaan, Rahab of Jericho, Ruth of Moab, and “the wife of Uriah” the Hittite (Matt. 1:3, 5, 6). Second, God’s undoing of the mess of the garden does not run in a straight line from Abraham through David; it takes the detour of exile for sin, “the deportation to Babylon” (1:17). Thus, the explanation of the naming of Joseph’s adopted son as “Jesus” (from the Hebrew meaning “Yah saves”), “for he will save his people from their sins” (1:21).


Matthew 2. Pagan astronomers perceive what King Herod does not: Israel’s Messiah-King has been born, and he merits tribute from Gentile as well as Jew. Ever envious of rival claimants to his throne (sources tell us that Herod killed his own sons to protect his rule), Herod pretends he too wishes to honor the newborn King. The magi present gifts worthy of the child’s divinity (frankincense) and royalty (gold), and (whether they realize it or not) prophetic of his sacrificial death (myrrh).


God’s hand is evident in his use of dreams (1) to warn the magi not to return to Herod before returning home and (2) to send the holy family into Egypt. God’s hand is evident as well in the fact that all is prophesied: from Bethlehem as the birthplace of Israel’s Shepherd-King, to Egypt as the place from which God, as he did earlier with Israel, would call his Son, and even to the lamentation for the innocents.


Series 1: From Coronation to Keynote (Matthew 3–7)


Matthew 3. In the Judean desert, John the Baptist prepares a way for the coming of the kingdom of heaven. That preparation is one of repentance in anticipation of judgment. John calls a circumcised nation, who already consider themselves God’s people, to a humble confession of their sin and need for cleansing. Surprisingly, when the King comes, he comes to be baptized in the waters of repentance, not (yet!) to bring the baptism of judgment. As Herman Ridderbos says, “Jesus will not baptize by fire until he has himself first stood with all sinners in the waters of Jordan.”34 In order “to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15) and thus, maintains Ridderbos, enable the kingdom to come in blessing and not in curse, Jesus will take the sins of the people upon himself as the servant of the Lord (Isaiah 53). Once Jesus has identified himself with sinners at his baptism, the Holy Spirit falls upon him to anoint him as King and to empower him to conquer sin, death, evil, and the Devil. The Father pronounces Jesus’s royal sonship (see Ps. 2:7).


Matthew 4. Israel was called “out of Egypt” as God’s son (Hos. 11:1). In the wilderness, the people of Israel placed their bellies above God’s word, tested the Lord at the waters of Meribah, and worshiped a golden calf. Jesus, the greater Son called out of Egypt, goes into the wilderness under the Spirit’s guidance to reverse Israel’s failure.


The Devil tries to derail Jesus from his mission of obedient suffering-unto-glory. Jesus refuses to put his hunger ahead of his Father’s voice. Jesus will not test the Lord by throwing himself off the temple wall. For the very sake of “the kingdoms of the world” (Matt. 4:8) Jesus will not worship any but the Father. His obedience signals the Devil’s demise.


Jesus steps forward now to undertake his mission to save the world. Prophetically, he centers his mission in “Galilee of the Gentiles” (4:15), where Israel abuts the nations. He gathers disciples and names them apostles, something like ambassadors in training. In Jesus’s preaching and healing, the great future of the fullness of the kingdom begins to break into the world.


Matthew 5–7. Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) provides the crispest of summaries of the promises and demands of the coming kingdom. Keynoting the sermon are the Beatitudes (5:1–11). Jesus’s statements about what makes for happiness should be taken, at one and the same time, as biddings to repentance, as sketches of Jesus’s own character, and as promises of his transforming work in his disciples. The King declares his people to be “salt of the earth” and a “city on a hill,” and announces that in him and his teaching “not an iota, not a dot” of the law will be lost; all of it will be fulfilled (5:13–18). Indeed, his people—the people of the kingdom—will be marked by a righteousness that exceeds the highest standards (5:19–20). By way of illustration, he points to a deeper reading of the requirements of the ethical commandments about anger, lust, divorce, oaths, retaliation, and enemies (5:21–48).


Then in chapter 6, Jesus takes up practices more commonly thought of as “religious.” Almsgiving (“practicing . . . righteousness”) is about giving to the needy, not about building one’s spiritual portfolio (6:1–4). Prayer is neither about conjuring dead deities nor about building one’s reputation for piety; it is about recalling the Father’s character and name, and about succinctly stating one’s need for sustenance, forgiveness, and protection (6:5–13).


The sort of faith that prays for forgiveness will be quick to forgive (6:12, 14–15). The sort of faith that asks for daily provision (6:11) will be ready to practice self-denial—not publicly for show, but privately before the Father (presumably in quest of a closer relation with the Father or for the sake of supplication for others—6:16–18; compare Isa. 58:6–8). Faith that knows each day’s bread to come from God also understands that true treasures are heavenly (Matt. 6:11, 19–24). And the faith that calls upon heavenly protection (6:13) knows freedom from anxiety and freedom to “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (6:25–34).


In the concluding section of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus commands generosity in judgment of others from those who know God’s generous forgiveness for themselves (7:1–5). He assures his followers that they need not—indeed, should not—force “what is holy” on those who would not know what to do with it (7:6). He promises his disciples that their Father will respond more generously to their prayers than they do to their own children’s requests (7:7–11). He sums up for them the Law and the Prophets: doing for others what you would have them do for you (7:12). And he cautions his followers against blithely assuming that everybody will want to follow the same path as they (7:13–14). Further, he cautions them against being overly impressed by prophets and exorcists who claim Jesus’s name and power but who will be shown in the end not to have been his at all (7:21–23). His followers’ task is quite simple: build your life wisely, on the “rock” of hearing Jesus’s words and doing them, instead of the “sand” of hearing his words and not doing them (7:24–27).


Series 2: Call to Discipleship and Mission (Matt. 8:1–11:1)


Matthew 8–9. Over the next two chapters and at a breakneck narrative pace, Matthew provides nine miracle narratives that illustrate Jesus’s power over leprosy (8:1–4), sickness (8:14), the demonic (8:16, 28–34; 9:32–34), nature (8:23–28), paralysis (9:1–8), sin (9:5–8), feminine chronic “discharge of blood” (9:20–22), death (9:18–19, 23–26), and blindness (9:27–31).


Responses to Jesus vary widely: from the disciples’ “little faith” (8:26) to the centurion’s “great faith” (8:10 NASB); from a scribe’s bloviating bluster and a would-be disciple’s feeble deflection (8:19–22) to Matthew’s ready acceptance of the call “Follow me” (9:9); from a city’s polite request that Jesus leave town (8:34) to a crowd’s fearing and glorifying God, “who had given such authority to men” (9:8).


Perhaps most intriguing is the range of responses from Jesus’s enemies: scribes write him off as a blasphemer (9:3), while Pharisees smugly judge him for consorting with sinners (9:11). But the demons know exactly who he is and why he has come: “What have you to do with us, O Son of God?” And they know his coming means their doom. What confuses them is that they think he has come “before the time” (8:29).


Indeed, it is this question of timing that Jesus’s coming makes most pressing. Matthew has told his readers that Immanuel is his name, God with us. We’re seeing what the fact of God’s being with us in human form brings. That nature’s Master has come with power to still storms (8:23–28) means that finally there’s hope that Genesis 3’s surrender of nature to corruption can be reversed. The promised suffering servant has come to take his people’s illnesses and bear their diseases (Matt. 8:17); that is why unclean lepers can be made clean again (8:1–4). One now walks on the earth with the divine prerogative to make the last day’s putting away of sin a present reality (9:2–8). A merciful physician has come for the sick who know their own sacrifices can never heal (9:12–13).


Matthew 10:1–11:1. Jesus designates twelve disciples to send on a mission to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:6). Their ministry is precisely to mirror his: proclaim the nearness of the kingdom and manifest God’s power over sickness, death, leprosy, and the demonic (10:7–8). At first, Jesus appears to be talking about a mission that is extremely limited both geographically and temporally (10:5, 23). However, verses 17 and 18 imply that he expects this mission to be a prelude to a wider and longer mission: “You will be dragged before governors and kings for my sake, to bear witness before them and the Gentiles.”


Because “a disciple is not above his teacher” (10:24), the Twelve (and we who follow after them) can expect to experience what Jesus experienced: resistance both from authorities and from family, empowerment by the Spirit, and a cross-shaped life. Congruently, we should also expect to see God rewarding those who receive us the way they receive his Son (10:40–42).


Series 3: The Wisdom of the Kingdom of Heaven (Matt. 11:2–13:53)


Matthew 11:2–30. John the Baptist is now in prison. He has enunciated fiery expectations for Jesus and is puzzled that Jesus’s deeds are not bringing about the deliverance he envisioned. Jesus responds to emissaries from John by pointing to the ways his deeds fulfill Isaiah’s prophecies about the day of salvation (Matt. 11:2–6).


But Jesus’s path to kingship will take him through the valley of suffering. Before he brings the fire of judgment, he will endure the fire of suffering and sin bearing. John’s confusion over the shape of Jesus’s messianic ministry does not reverse the fact that John’s message is the most important a prophet has ever borne: “Prepare your way” (11:7–11).


John’s imprisonment at Herod’s hands is the next example of satanic resistance to the coming of the kingdom (11:12). Moreover, the saving signs of Jesus’s messianic identity meet an astonishing spiritual lethargy in the Galilee of Jesus’s upbringing (11:20–24). Nonetheless, the kingdom is advancing, for “God with us” is among us. Thus, Jesus opens a window on his divine majesty by declaring his relationship with his heavenly Father (11:25–26) and by inviting the weary and heavy laden to come to him (11:28–29).


Matthew 12. Matthew continues to unfold Jesus’s identity as Immanuel, “God with us” (1:23). Jesus’s freedom with Sabbath laws shows him to be “greater than” the temple (12:6). His impending death and resurrection will show him to be “greater than” Jonah (Matt. 12:41). His wisdom shows him to be “greater than” Solomon (Matt. 12:42). The offices of priest, prophet, and king converge in him. Moreover, he is the servant whom Isaiah promised, anointed by the Spirit of God to bring healing to the broken, justice to the Gentiles, and deliverance to all from the dominion of Satan (12:15–21; see Isa. 42:1–4). His miracles are a sign that “the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28). Failure to recognize the Spirit’s work in him is the worst of blasphemies (12:31–32). And failure to recognize the way Jesus reconfigures family membership is to leave oneself in the loneliest of places (12:46–50).


Matthew 13:1–53. In seven parables, Jesus presents the wisdom of the kingdom: the parables of the sower (with explanation), the wheat and weeds (with explanation), the yeast, the mustard seed, the hidden treasure, the pearl of great price, and the net.


Two Old Testament passages provide the rationale for Jesus’s teaching in parables: Isaiah 6’s sobering message to the prophet that his words would only confirm many in their rebellion, and Psalm 78’s saying about the way parables express hidden truths.


The parable of the sower is prominent, and it highlights the irresistibility of the kingdom, despite apparent failure. To be sure, of the four different kinds of soil, only one produces fruit. In the end, however, there will be a field full of plants that have produced a large amount of fruit (Matt. 13:8, 23).


That gives some perspective to the second-most-prominent parable, that of the wheat and the weeds. The master of the field is perfectly willing to allow weeds to get as much care as the wheat until the appointed time for making all things right. When the time for final judgment comes, the angels, not the workers, will do the final sorting.


Series 4: The Shape of the Church (Matt. 13:54–19:2)


Matthew 13:54–14:36. There follow powerful signs of the hiddenness of the kingdom of heaven: Jesus experiences rejection in Nazareth, the town of his upbringing (Matt. 13:54–58); and Herod the tetrarch beheads John the Baptist, prompting Jesus to seek solitude in “a desolate place” (14:1–13a).


When the crowds pursue Jesus, reports Matthew, “he had compassion on them and healed their sick” (14:13b–14). In fact, what emerges in this and the following three chapters is a sustained unfolding of his divine mission of redemptive compassion. He feeds the five thousand (14:14–21), with a return of twelve baskets (and he will repeat the identical fourfold actions of taking, blessing, breaking, and giving the bread at the Lord’s Supper—26:26). While the disciples are crossing the Sea of Galilee by boat during a storm, he walks to them on water, allows Peter to join him on the water, and rescues Peter when doubt overcomes him; the storm ceases at Jesus’s command, the first occasion on which his disciples confess, “Truly you are the Son of God” (14:22–33).


Matthew 15. Sick people flock to Jesus in Galilee, but religious leaders come from Jerusalem and question him on his laxity in traditional purity customs at meals. He counters with an accusation that they substitute self-serving traditions for God-given decrees (e.g., saying that giving to God trumps providing for aging parents). It is the wickedness of the heart that defiles a person, Jesus explains, not eating with unwashed hands (Matt. 15:1–9).


Immediately—as if to extend the point about things unwashed—Jesus takes the disciples to Tyre and Sidon (classical Philistia, northwest of Galilee), populated by people whom Jews would consider unclean. A Canaanite woman there hails him as “Son of David,” recognizes his power over the demonic, and begs the mercy of a healing for her daughter. In a tacit and ironic rebuke of his disciples, who would send her away, Jesus commends her great faith and heals her daughter (15:21–28).


Next Jesus teaches and heals on the east side of the Sea of Galilee (largely populated by Gentiles—see the parallel in Mark 7:31). Here he feeds the four thousand (anticipating again the Lord’s Supper, with his taking, giving thanks, and breaking and giving the loaves and fishes), with a return of seven baskets (some commentators suggest that the previous twelve baskets symbolized the twelve tribes of Israel, while these seven baskets symbolize the seven nations displaced during the conquest—see Deut. 7:1b; Acts 13:19). Then Jesus returns to Magadan in Galilee proper (Matt. 15:29–39).


Matthew 16. The doctrinally driven Pharisees and the liturgically minded Sadducees are united in this: nothing that Jesus has done or taught is impressive enough to establish his credibility (Matt. 16:1). Jesus responds that the only further credential he is willing to provide will be his resurrection from the dead (16:4). Meanwhile, he warns his disciples against the toxic cynicism of his opponents’ disbelief (16:5–12).


At Caesarea Philippi, Jesus finally asks the disciples about their own faith (16:13–15). By God’s grace, Peter gets the right answer about who Jesus is: “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16–17). While Peter gets the wrong answer about what the Messiah has come to do, Jesus will nonetheless make Peter’s confession of his messianic identity the foundation of the church he has come to establish. At the same time, Jesus begins to reinform Peter and the disciples as to the cross-shaped ministry of their Messiah-King (16:21–23)—and the cruciform shape their own lives must assume (16:24–28).


Matthew 17:1–21. Six days later on the Mount of Transfiguration, three of the disciples taste the glory of “the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Matt. 16:28) and see proof that there is one dispensation of grace uniting old covenant (Moses and Elijah) and new covenant; Jesus experiences a luminous transformation that anticipates the fruit of his suffering; and the Father reaffirms (recalling the baptism) the Son’s identity and mission.


On the way down the mount, Jesus restates the hard truth that the path to glory will involve rejection and suffering, and he urges silence about the transfiguration until the resurrection makes the whole message comprehensible (17:9–13). At the foot of the mount, Jesus heals a demon-possessed boy—something the disciples could have done themselves had they but had sufficient faith (17:14–21).


Matthew 17:22–19:2. In his “Sermon on the Congregation,” Jesus sketches his mandate for life in the church. He tells his disciples he does not want a boycott of the temple tax, indicating that the church is to show a measure of flexibility to outsiders. Turning to the inner life of the church, he calls for self-denial: refusal to exalt self (Matt. 18:1–5), refusal to be hurtful to little ones (18:5–6), and refusal of personal laxity toward sin (18:7–9). Then he calls for positive acts of love: seeking out brothers and sisters who wander off (18:10–14), holding one another to account for egregious sins (18:15–17), and, aptly enough for people who understand how lavishly their heavenly Father has forgiven them, readily forgiving one another when there is sorrow for sins (18:23–35).


At the heart of his teaching about the shape of church life, Jesus promises his own presence (reminiscent of the Old Testament’s promise of the presence of the shekinah glory; recall, for example, the dedication of the temple in 2 Chronicles 6). However, now, remarkably, he promises to be present even in the smallest prayer-filled gatherings of believers (18:19–20).


Series 5: Preparation for Judgment (Matt. 19:3–26:1)


Matthew 19:3–30. Intriguingly, as Jesus travels toward Jerusalem and his final conflict with his enemies, his teaching turns from the Christian congregation to the Christian home, specifically to marriage and finances. In answer to a question about divorce, Jesus affirms the sanctity of monogamous marriage between “male and female” (Matt. 19:1–8), and limits the permission of divorce to matters of sexual impropriety (19:9). In the same breath, he also ennobles a call to singleness (19:10–12). When his disciples try to prevent people from bringing little children to him, he insists that it is precisely to such little ones that the kingdom of heaven belongs (19:13–15).


A rich young man asks what he must do to possess eternal life. Jesus responds by pointing him to the commandments. The young man claims he has kept the commandments but senses that he still lacks something. Jesus tells him to sell all, give to the poor, and follow him. The young man leaves in sorrow. We may infer that he does not in fact love God or neighbor more than his “great [lit. “many”] possessions” (19:22).


Matthew 20. The two main stories of Matthew 20 address two principal temptations of Christian leaders: envy and pride. Vineyard day laborers who have worked through the day resent the fact that laborers who work a short day receive equal pay. The antidote to such envy is to acknowledge the master’s sovereign generosity (20:1–16). Appropriately bridging this story about envy and the next story about pride is Jesus’s third prediction of his death and resurrection (20:17–19).


No doubt recalling that Jesus has spoken of “twelve thrones” for his disciples (19:28), the mother of the Zebedee brothers asks for a promise of pride of place for her sons when the kingdom comes. First, Jesus counters with a humbling question to James and John: “Are you able to drink the cup that I am to drink?” (20:22). Second, Jesus reminds them that kingdom rewards are the Father’s to give, not his. Third, seeing the envy the Zebedees’ ambition has stirred among the other disciples, Jesus points to the servile, “table waiting” shape of his mission and tells his disciples that his pattern is to be theirs. He explains for the first time the meaning of his upcoming death: it is a “ransom for many” (20:28).


Jesus concludes his journey to Jerusalem by healing two blind men outside Jericho and allowing them (unlike a pair at the beginning of his journey—see 9:27–31) to follow him (20:29–34).


Matthew 21:1–27. Three events shed further light on Jesus’s person and work as King, Prophet, and Priest. First, he enters Jerusalem mounted on a foal-accompanied donkey, accepting acknowledgment as Israel’s prophesied servant-King (Matt. 21:1–9). Second, he prophetically proclaims and symbolically enacts the Father’s displeasure at the corruption of the temple (21:10–13). And third, he purifies the worship of the temple, healing the blind and the lame who are there, and defending the praise of children (21:14–16). His cursing of the fig tree is a rebuke of faithless Israel for not recognizing her King-Prophet-Priest (21:18–21). Jesus exposes the craven cynicism of the chief priests and elders who ask him about the authority behind his actions (21:23–27).


Matthew 21:28–22:14. In three parables, Jesus presses the question of faith. During John the Baptist’s ministry, the tax collectors and prostitutes believed John the Baptist. Jesus likens them to a son who first refuses but then obeys his father’s instructions. Meanwhile the chief priests and elders rejected John’s “way of righteousness.” In the parable of the two sons, Jesus likens them to a son who claims he will do his father’s will, but whose actions belie that commitment (Matt. 21:28–32). Faith is in the doing, more than in the saying.


The parable of the wicked tenants is virtually a recapitulation of the entire Bible’s storyline. God carefully prepares his vineyard Israel. Majority Israel rejects one God-sent delegation after another, finally killing God’s Son in a vain attempt to win autonomy from him. (Mercifully, the previous parable reminds us that there has always been a believing “minority report.”) Ironically, God will nonetheless fulfill his intention of blessing the world through (to change the metaphor) the builders’ rejection of the cornerstone (21:33–46; esp. 42).


The parable of the wedding feast looks ahead to the weighty twofold responsibility of the church: first, to invite everybody to the union of God with his people; second, to make sure that those who accept the invitation don proper wedding garments (presumably, by becoming disciples, being baptized, and learning to observe Christ’s commands—see Matt. 28:16–20).


Matthew 22:15–46. Four questions (three posed by others, one posed by Jesus) frame four of the most critical matters for which his followers will have to contend.


First, when asked about paying taxes to Caesar, Jesus insists that because God is the preeminent authority in the universe, we owe him primary obedience; nonetheless, we have a secondary obligation to support and obey governing authorities (Matt. 22:15–22).


Second, when asked about resurrection, Jesus asserts that death is not the end for us, nor is it merely the portal to a permanent nonphysical consciousness. Our final state will indeed be resurrection, that is, renewed bodies, with a physicality that is unlike anything we have yet experienced and where there is neither marrying nor giving in marriage (22:23–33).


Third, when asked about which is the great commandment, Jesus acknowledges that there is one great commandment under which all others can be subsumed, and it is twofold: love God and love neighbor (22:34–40—see Lev. 19:18; Deut. 6:5).


Fourth, Jesus asks how, in Psalm 110, David could have referred to One who was both his Lord and his Son. Israel, Jesus implies, should have been expecting a messianic Son of David that was more than merely human. As Bruner (ad loc.) summarizes: “More than David is here . . . David’s son as man, David’s Lord as God” (22:41–46).


Matthew 23. Matthew closes Jesus’s teaching ministry with three chapters (Matthew 23–25) that mirror the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7), beginning with seven woes—strikingly reminiscent of the Beatitudes—by which Jesus illustrates what he does not want from his followers.35 He castigates those who do not mourn others’ failings with respect to the law, but instead pour on more demands (23:4), and whose religion is about prestige instead of poverty of spirit (23:5–12). “Woe,” he pronounces, to those who do not tell God’s story in meekness, but instead make proselytes “twice as much a child of hell as [themselves]” (23:13–15). “Woe” to those whose über-scrupulous giving betrays a slothful disengagement from that justice, mercy, and faith which the tithe had been instituted to promote. “Woe” to teachers who should be models of purity of heart, but are corrupt to the core of their being. “Woe” to those whose pretense at being sons of peace belies their hostility to God’s true prophets—those who, when called to stand with prophets whose truth telling brings persecution, instead join the murderers.


Matthew 24. Matthew 6 dealt with the disciplines of religion: prayer, fasting, and trust. Matthew 24 deals with the housing of religion: for Jewish people, the temple. In 24:1–26, 29–35 (where the language of “coming” [ἔρχεσθαι] evokes the image of the Son of Man coming before the “Ancient of Days” in Daniel 7), Jesus explains the significance of the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. The heavenly conferral of authority to Jesus by virtue of his baptism, death, and resurrection will have earthly consequences for the old administration: the destruction of the temple. The disciples will see this “coming” to his heavenly authority happening because it will take some development; the disciples will have opportunity to prepare (Matt. 24:15–26). In other verses, Jesus uses the language of “presence” (παρουσία, which the ESV unfortunately also translates “coming”—24:27, 36–41) to refer to his (and still to us) future return at the consummation of the ages. His παρουσία, he asserts, nobody will see in advance (24:27). The job is simple—be ready (24:36–51).


Matthew 25. Matthew 7 crowned the Sermon on the Mount with a challenge to faithfulness and fruitfulness, to living according to the so-called Golden Rule (7:12) rather than with a judgmental spirit (7:1–5), and—by hearing and doing “these words of mine” (7:24)—to building wisely rather than foolishly. Correspondingly, in Matthew 25 Jesus now provides one parable that underscores the need for faithfulness in awaiting the παρουσία (25:1–13, ten virgins) and another that underlines the need for fruitfulness during the wait (25:14–30, the talents). In his final teaching he reasserts the need to decide how to live—in service to him, or not (25:31–46, the sheep and the goats). Ironically, though, the reality is that all will find that the way they serve or do not serve the hungry, thirsty, estranged, naked, sick, and imprisoned “brother” (25:34–40, 41–46) will be the proof of whether they have served Jesus himself, and therefore of whether their lives have been built on rock or sand (recalling 7:24–27).


Crucifixion, Resurrection, and Commissioning Narratives (26:2–28:20)


Matthew 26:2–75. While a woman anoints Jesus with costly ointment (Matt. 26:6–12), Judas agrees to betray him for thirty pieces of silver (26:14–16). Jesus converts the Passover observance into a thanksgiving meal that celebrates his self-outpouring “for the forgiveness of sins” (26:28) and that anticipates the eschatological day when he will “drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom” (26:29; see also 13:43). While Jesus prays in Gethsemane, Peter and the brothers Zebedee sleep. Judas betrays with a kiss, and an unnamed disciple cuts off the ear of the servant of the high priest. Jesus responds, “All who take the sword will perish by the sword” (26:52). Though his disciples desert him, though Peter denies him, and though false witnesses accuse him of blasphemy, Jesus promises members of the Jewish high court that Scripture will be fulfilled: his death will result in his being enthroned as the Son of Man “seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven” (26:64).


Matthew 27. Jesus appears before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor (Matthew stresses Jesus’s absolute silence—recall Matt. 12:19), while Judas hangs himself in remorse for his betrayal. Despite a dream by Pilate’s wife, Pilate releases Barabbas instead of Jesus and protests his own innocence of Jesus’s blood (27:15–26). Following Jesus’s death on the cross (Matthew’s account of which is especially shaped by Psalm 22—see Matt. 27:37, 43), not only is the curtain of the temple torn (as with Mark and Luke) but “the earth shook, and the rocks were split. The tombs also were opened” (Matt. 27:51–52). We are led to understand that death has met its match in Jesus’s death, and the cover-up by the chief priests and the Pharisees cannot disprove this new reality. Joseph of Arimathea (simply called “a rich man . . . who also was a disciple”) buries Jesus in his own tomb, with three of Jesus’s female disciples looking on—and with a guard unit from the temple there to make sure Jesus’s disciples commit no mischief with the body (27:57–61).


Matthew 28. The two Marys come to the tomb on Sunday before dawn. There they find an angel. He has moved the stone covering the tomb and is sitting on it. The guards lie on the ground “like dead men” (Matt. 28:4). The angel informs the women that Jesus has been raised from the dead and that he has gone before them to Galilee, where he wants his disciples to assemble. On their way to tell the disciples, the women are met by Jesus himself. Meanwhile, the temple leaders conspire with the revived guards to blame the missing body on the disciples, who allegedly have stolen it in the middle of the night while the guards have slept. Finally, Jesus meets with his eleven remaining disciples in Galilee. There he announces his lordship over heaven and earth and instructs his disciples to go “and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you,” promising his own presence with them “to the end of the age” (28:19–20).


____________
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Mark


Benjamin Gladd


INTRODUCTION


The early church, taking cues from Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 4, depicted Mark’s Gospel as a fierce lion. But why would the early readers of the Second Gospel choose such an image? As Richard Burridge points out, the imagery of a lion can be “uncomfortable,”1 since lions in the Old Testament are viewed negatively and often found as vehicles for God’s judgment and for enemies of Israel (Num. 23:24; Ps. 22:13; Isa. 5:29; etc.). Upon opening the Gospel of Mark, we are immediately struck with the sobering reality that Israel’s God has come to judge those who are unwilling to repent. Lions are also known for their agility and action. One of the most remarkable features of Mark is his fast-paced, at times unrelenting, narrative. Lastly, lions in the Old Testament are often associated with royalty and Israel’s end-time King (Gen. 49:9; Num. 24:9). The Gospel of Mark plucks at this string from beginning to end; Israel’s long-awaited King has arrived on the scene. But as Mark makes clear, Israel’s King differs somewhat from expectations. His rule is not confined to a plot of land but pushes the boundaries of the cosmos, and his rule is marked not by military triumph but by physical defeat.


BACKGROUND ISSUES


The Genre of the Gospels


Imagine reading Harry Potter like USA Today. We would attempt to enroll immediately at Hogwarts and begin training for quidditch tryouts. We scoff at such a prospect, but why is that? How do we know Harry Potter and similar books are fiction? It doesn’t claim to be fiction on the front or back cover. It is fiction because we instinctively and unconsciously discern it. By picking up the book and flipping through the pages, our brains gather data and signals, telling us that the book is purely fictional. So by the time we begin reading the book, we understand the nature of the book and, therefore, how to read it.


The same could be said of Mark (as well as the other three Gospels). If we do not place Mark in the right literary category, we will fail to read the narrative correctly. Before any interpretation can take place, the book’s genre must be determined. Burridge explains,


Genre forms a kind of “contract” or agreement, often unspoken or unwritten, or even unconscious, between an author and a reader, by which the author sets out to write according to a whole set of expectations and conventions and we agree to read or to interpret the work using the same conventions, giving us an initial idea of what we might expect to find.2


In the last few decades, New Testament scholars are now categorizing the four Gospels as Greco-Roman biography. In the ancient world, there existed a genre known as “lives.” A Greco-Roman biography or “lives” is a flexible genre and incorporates a variety of literary characteristics (history, praise, moral philosophy, story, etc.). The point of this type of literature is to inform the readers of the hero or protagonist and invite the readers to believe that same message. The Gospels, as with Greco-Roman biography, primarily narrate the story of a protagonist. In short, each chapter and literary unit in the Gospels somehow informs us of Jesus and his message.


If the Gospels are deemed to be Greco-Roman biographies, then we must keep one point uppermost in mind when reading them: the four narratives are primarily about Jesus, the protagonist of the narrative. We must continually ask ourselves, what do we learn about Jesus in light of the present passage? As an example, let us consider Mark’s account of the stilling of the storm (4:35–41). This event details Jesus’s sovereign power over the chaotic waters and the failure of the disciples to believe. Once the storm arises on the sea, the disciples cry out in fear, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” (4:38). Many highlight the disciples’ lack of faith in Jesus’s power, and rightly so, but that is not the main point of the passage. The disciples’ lack of faith is secondary to Jesus’s identity. The narrative connects Jesus to Yahweh in the Old Testament, who sovereignly reigns over chaotic waters. This explains why the disciples ask, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” (4:41). As we progress through Mark’s narrative, we must stay attuned to how each section relates to Jesus of Nazareth.


Eyewitness Testimony


Exactly how the four Gospels came about has been the focus of much scholarship for approximately the past two centuries. As one can imagine, every conceivable hypothesis has been offered to explain the creation and publication of the four Gospels, particularly the relationship between the Gospels and the historical figure of Jesus who stands behind them. The quest for the historical Jesus has, unfortunately, concerned itself with critically investigating the Jesus behind the Gospels. The Gospels are not taken at face value but viewed as the product of early Christian beliefs and ideologies. In order to apprehend the Jesus of history, scholars have been preoccupied with stripping away the layers of theology and ideology. The net result is a reconstructed Jesus, who looks nothing like the Jesus of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.


A far better way of establishing the “historical Jesus,” though, is to allow the Gospels to present the figure of Jesus in their own words. Let’s allow the Gospel writers to tell their story of Jesus. For nearly two thousand years, Christians have taken the Gospels at face value and believed that the Jesus of the Gospels is one and the same with the Jesus of history. Bridging the gap between the historical Jesus and the Gospel narratives is the category of eyewitness testimony. In recent years, this aspect of early Christianity has undergone considerable development, strengthening the long-held view.


Richard Bauckham’s book Jesus and the Eyewitnesses is a most insightful book in this regard.3 The crux of his argument is that in the ancient world, living testimony is to be preferred to secondhand tradition. In other words, the authors of the Gospels were primarily concerned with gathering content about Jesus from those who had personally listened to, seen, and experienced Jesus. Bauckham builds upon Samuel Byrskog’s work Story as History—History as Story.4 Byrskog argues that Greco-Roman historiography makes extensive use of a category known as eyewitness testimony, which preferred a witness who participated in the events. In our modern world, we prefer “objective” testimony in an attempt to get at the bare facts. We prefer a neutral observer to a prejudicial one. In disputations involving car accidents or criminal activity, the neutral observer is held in high regard. But in the ancient world, historiographers actually preferred to interview those who were active participants.


The Gospels, form critics claim, came into existence through several stages: Jesus’s actual words, the apostolic proclamation, and the written Gospels. The Gospel writers, they argued, should be understood primarily as collectors of “forms” or literary units that were created by a specific community in order to meet a specific need within that same community. The task therefore is to get back to the original words of Jesus by cutting through all the ideological layers. But eyewitness testimony questions much of what form criticism seeks to accomplish. Instead of determining how a particular form evolved and developed within a community over decades, the category of eyewitness testimony cuts through the presupposition of a long oral development of the Gospels without the control of the eyewitness.


The category of eyewitness testimony is particularly important for Mark’s Gospel, as he was not one of the twelve disciples. Since, as we will see below, Mark relies on Peter’s eyewitness testimony, his Gospel remains a trustworthy account. In other words, Mark tells the story of Jesus through St. Peter’s firsthand experiences as an eyewitness to Jesus’s ministry.


Audience of the Gospels


When we turn to the Epistles of the New Testament, the audience is typically mentioned at the beginning of the letter. For example, Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:2, “To the church of God that is in Corinth”; and Peter in 1 Peter 1:1, “To those who are elect exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.” But when we examine the four Gospels, the audience is never mentioned. We are left, then, to determine the audience through a different avenue of inquiry.


For the past several decades, it has been quite popular to view the audience of each Gospel as a specific community. According to many scholars, each Gospel was written in a particular community and for that same community. This approach to the Gospels has been popular for quite a while, and until recently, a better proposal has not been offered. For instance, several prominent scholars claim that the book of John was written to a specific community, most likely in Ephesus. The high christology and other particular emphases in John’s Gospel were included to address specific problems within the community. Each Evangelist wrote his Gospel to suit the needs of his community.


This line of argumentation has considerable problems and lacks historical evidence. Much of the problem rests upon how we read the Gospels. The Gospels are oftentimes read as epistles—letters written to specific churches with particular sets of problems. But the Gospels are not the genre that Paul employs. The Gospels fall, as I argued above, into the category of Greco-Roman biography, whereas Paul’s letters are part of the epistolary genre. With epistles, we do our best to re-create the occasion of the letter. We study the geographic location of its recipients, the history, the culture, the reason(s) why the letter was sent, and so on. But Gospels are noticeably different from letters, and therefore we need to treat them as such.


Bauckham proposes that each of the four Gospels has an “open” audience; that is, it is not intended for one specific community or communities, but each was written for all Christians.5 For example, Mark may very well have been written in Rome, and Mark’s Roman congregation would certainly have obtained a copy of his Gospel, but once the Gospel had been copied, it would quickly have spread throughout the eastern Mediterranean, moving from one congregation to another. In a few short years, the majority of Christians would have access to Mark’s Gospel. If Bauckham is right, then the audience of each Gospel spans the entire Christian spectrum, from Jewish Christians, to Christian Jewish proselytes, to converted pagan Gentiles.


Authorship


Our Bibles bear the name Mark at the heading of this Gospel, yet, as mentioned above, Mark was not one of the original twelve disciples. The problem especially comes to a head when we consider the Gospels as eyewitness testimony. How could Mark write a Gospel if he did not bear witness to Jesus’s earthly ministry (cf. Acts 1:21–22)? The answer probably lies in the comment made by the early church leader Papias when he recollected comments made by John the presbyter:




This also the presbyter [John] said,


“Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately, though not indeed in order, whatsoever he remembered of the things said or done by Christ. For he neither heard the Lord nor followed him, but afterward, as I said, he followed Peter, who adapted his teaching to the needs of his hearers, but with no intention of giving a connected account of the Lord’s discourses, so that Mark committed no error while he thus wrote some things as he remembered them. For he was careful of one thing, not to omit any of the things which he had heard, and not to state any of them falsely.”6





From this quotation, we gain two key insights: (1) an individual named Mark wrote this Gospel; (2) Mark did not witness these events firsthand but received eyewitness testimony through the apostle Peter. Though Mark was not part of the Twelve, he was a companion of Paul and Peter. It is likely that this Mark is John Mark in the book of Acts (12:12, 25; 13:5, 13; 15:37), who had close interaction with several apostles (Col. 4:10; Philem. 24; 2 Tim. 4:11; 1 Pet. 5:13). Though many modern scholars doubt that John Mark authored the Second Gospel, there is simply not enough evidence to overthrow a few internal hints within Mark’s Gospel and the external witness of the early church.7


Date


The dating of Mark hinges on how we understand the relationship between the Synoptic Gospels, the nature of prophecy, and so on. Several scholars date Mark in the late 50s and early 60s, allowing enough time for Matthew and Luke to use Mark in their composition of their Gospels and for the fall of Jerusalem (which all three Synoptics predict and which took place in AD 70). Keeping in mind Nero’s persecution in the mid-60s, it is quite possible that Mark was written around that time, since this Gospel particularly highlights suffering and persecution. A date in the early 60s is to be preferred since Matthew and Luke depend upon Mark and publish their Gospels before the fall of Jerusalem.


Text


The ending of Mark is remarkably complex, since we have inherited four different endings; we will entertain only two of these. In modern English translations of the Gospel of Mark, the translators typically set off Mark 16:9–20 with an editorial comment about how the earliest manuscripts do not contain that section. This is a particularly thorny issue, but, given the constraints of this essay, my comments must be brief. The manuscript evidence of the shorter ending (those manuscripts that omit 16:9–20) is particularly early and strong (א B). Second, scribes have a tendency to expand, elaborate, and smooth out difficulties. The rather abrupt ending of Mark’s Gospel in 16:8 (“And they went out and fled from the tomb, for trembling and astonishment had seized them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid”) certainly lends itself to further elaboration and clarification. Moreover, within the expanded ending of Mark (16:9–20), several words and themes are peculiar and do not resonate within Mark’s Gospel. For these reasons and others, the vast majority of scholars strongly doubt the authenticity of 16:9–20.8


Purpose


Mark’s Gospel reworks Old Testament and Jewish messianic expectations: the Messiah’s reign and his kingdom are marked not by political and physical triumph but by suffering and defeat. Those who follow him will follow in the Messiah’s footsteps. Jesus has come to liberate his people from their sins and bring them into the new creation.


STRUCTURE AND OUTLINE


Generally speaking, the Synoptics move geographically from Jesus’s baptism in the Jordan to his ministry in Galilee and then on to Jerusalem. In Galilee, Jesus is welcomed by the populace, both Jews and Gentiles. Jerusalem, though, is ironically the place of suffering and death. Instead of the city of David embracing her Messiah, she scorns him, eventually nailing him to a cross. One of the most distinctive features of Mark is his three-part “drama.” R. T. France persuasively argues that Mark’s Gospel falls into three “dramatic acts”9:


    I.Introduction to Jesus and His Galilean Ministry (1:1–8:26)


A.Prologue (1:1–13)


B.Beginning of Jesus’s Galilean ministry (1:14–3:6)


C.Second phase of Jesus’s Galilean ministry (3:7–6:6)


D.Last phase of Jesus’s Galilean ministry (6:7–8:26)


   II.The Road to Jerusalem (8:27–10:52)


A.Peter’s confession and the transfiguration (8:27–9:13)


B.Instruction concerning the kingdom and further healing (9:14–10:52)


  III.The Passion and Empty Tomb (11:1–16:8)


A.Temple judgment, prediction of the fall of Jerusalem, and Passover (11:1–14:31)


B.Betrayal, crucifixion, and resurrection of the Messiah (14:32–16:8)


MESSAGE AND THEOLOGY


Key Themes in Mark


The “Messianic Secret”


Highlighted in Mark’s Gospel is Jesus’s insistence that his disciples and others conceal his identity. Commentators label this Markan phenomenon the “messianic secret,” and a considerable amount of scholarly effort has been expended attempting to explain Jesus’s seemingly bizarre behavior.10 For example, in Mark 1:34 Jesus exorcises demons but prohibits them from divulging his identity: “And he healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons. And he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.” Again, we can make a similar observation in Mark 8:30, which immediately follows Peter’s (and the disciples’) accurate confession that Jesus is indeed “the Christ” (i.e., the Messiah): “And he strictly charged them to tell no one about him” (cf. Mark 9:9). Why would Jesus forbid his disciples from telling others his identity as Israel’s long-awaited King? Doesn’t Jesus want Israel to know that he’s their Savior who has come to liberate them from political and spiritual oppression? The answer, it seems, rests on Jesus’s reworking of Israel’s expectations of the long-awaited Messiah. In order for us to grasp the significance of the “messianic secret,” we must briefly survey a few key Old Testament texts that describe the coming Messiah.11


Many Old Testament passages speak of or at least hint at a coming messianic figure who will deliver Israel and redeem her from her plight. Since this theme is essential to understanding Jesus’s ministry, I will develop it in more detail. The term messiah (Heb. [image: image]; Gk. Χριστός) means “anointed one.” The verb “anoint” connotes being set apart for a distinct purpose. We find this word used in contexts such as the tabernacle and the altar (Ex. 40:9–11). The noun form is applied to priests (Lev. 4:3; 1 Sam. 2:35) and kings (1 Sam. 24:6; 26:11; etc.) and even Cyrus, a pagan ruler (Isa. 45:1). The Old Testament speaks of an individual who is “anointed” for a specific purpose—ruling over Israel and the nations and redeeming all of creation.


Genesis 3:15 sets the stage for a development of a messianic figure, albeit in seed form:


I will put enmity between you and the woman,


and between your offspring and her offspring;


he shall bruise your head,


and you shall bruise his heel.


One of the promises God makes to the original couple is that their descendants will form two lines of progeny, a godly and an ungodly seed, and these two will continually wage war with one another. One of their descendants, though, will eventually “bruise” (or “crush”) the “head” of the Serpent.


At the end of Genesis, Jacob blesses his twelve sons, and Judah receives a particular special blessing:


Judah . . .


your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies; . . .


The scepter shall not depart from Judah,


nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,


until tribute comes to him;


and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples. (Gen. 49:8, 10)


According to this passage, in the “latter days” (49:1) a future ruler will descend from the tribe of Judah and conquer Israel’s enemies. The result of this decisive victory is that the nations and Israel will pay obeisance to him. In Numbers 24:17, a “star” will come from Jacob in the “latter days” (24:14) who will “crush the forehead of Moab”—a longtime enemy of Israel.


God makes a covenant with David in 2 Samuel 7, wherein he promises to maintain a Davidic ruler in Jerusalem: “I will raise up your offspring after you, . . . and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever” (7:12–13). This ruler will not only establish God’s eternal kingdom; he will also build God’s temple or “house.”


The book of Isaiah, perhaps more than any other Old Testament book, prophesies that a latter-day ruler of Israel will eliminate Israel’s enemies and rule with righteousness and wisdom. Isaiah describes this messianic figure, the “branch,” in some detail:


There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse,


and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit. . . .


. . . with righteousness he shall judge the poor, . . .


and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth,


and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. (11:1, 4; cf. 9:6–7)


It is likely that this ruler should be identified with the suffering servant in the later portions of Isaiah, who brings about the release of Israel from Babylonian captivity and restores the righteous remnant (42:1–9; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12).


That the Messiah should suffer persecution, in some capacity, is mentioned once more. Daniel 9:25–26 seems to suggest that the Messiah will eventually be put to death: “From the going out of the word to restore and build Jerusalem to the coming of an anointed one, a prince, there shall be seven weeks. Then for sixty-two weeks. . . . And after the sixty-two weeks, an anointed one shall be cut off and shall have nothing” (cf. Zech. 12:10). In summary, the Messiah will be instrumental in the destruction of Israel’s enemies, the new exodus, the forgiveness of sins, the pouring out of the Spirit, and the dawn of the new creation.


According to the Old Testament and early Judaism, the Messiah refers above all to the coming “king of Israel.” The Lord promises to restore and reign over his people through his Messiah. In 2 Samuel 7, God promised David that his descendants would rule over Israel. The Old Testament traces this promise and its fulfillment in the former and latter prophets. The Messiah, a descendant of David, will be instrumental in bringing about the establishment of God’s eternal kingdom and the destruction of Israel’s enemies. That much is clear. Bound up with this phenomenon is the arrival of the new exodus, making possible the forgiveness of sins, the pouring out of the Spirit, the dawn of the new creation, and so on. Regarding the suffering aspect of the Messiah, a few passages seem to hint that the Messiah will suffer to some extent, but this suffering is not a cardinal aspect of his ministry. Messianic suffering is the means by which God will restore his people.12


We are now in a better position to answer why in Mark’s Gospel Jesus commands individuals to stay quiet. Jesus must rework their understanding of the Messiah (and the kingdom he establishes). The end-time kingdom and Jesus’s messiahship are marked not by political triumph but by suffering and death. The disciples will be able to grasp this truth only after the crucifixion and the resurrection. Only then will they understand the nature of Jesus’s identity and the nature of the kingdom. This is not to say that the Old Testament lacks a conception of a suffering Messiah; throughout the Old Testament Israel’s ruler is often associated with suffering (the “bruising” of the heel of God’s end-time deliverer [Gen. 3:15], David fleeing persecution from Absalom [2 Samuel 17], the Son of Man’s identification with the persecuted Israelites [Dan. 7:25], and so on).13


Jesus and Isaiah’s Second Exodus


In the last few decades, commentators have made great strides in understanding Mark’s carefully crafted narrative. This is largely due to the influence of the author of the Gospels in the field of redaction criticism and the meticulous analysis of narrative criticism. Adding to this helpful dimension is a considerable effort to understand the New Testament authors’ use of the Old Testament. Scholars have been systematically investigating how each New Testament author employs the Old Testament. Though scholars, including evangelicals, disagree on the particulars, hardly anyone can deny the importance of the Old Testament upon the New Testament writers.


One noteworthy feature of Mark’s narrative is his use of the book of Isaiah. Rikki Watts’s seminal work Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark convincingly argues that the book of Isaiah—particularly, Isaiah’s new exodus theme—is determinative for understanding Mark’s Gospel.14 Isaiah, like other Old Testament books, looks back at Israel’s exodus from Egypt and recasts the event as a prophecy.


The exodus from Egypt is of considerable importance to Israel. It was the defining moment in the nation’s history. It was when the Lord brought glory to himself, redeemed Israel from bondage, vanquished their enemies, and covenanted with his people. He safely led them to the Promised Land. Not only were the Israelites to gain comfort from Yahweh’s past dealings with them in the exodus; they were also to look expectantly that he would one day in the future repeat that momentous event. Throughout the Old Testament, especially in the prophets, God promised to deliver Israel out of bondage once more and bring them to the Promised Land.


One example from Isaiah is worth mentioning. Portraying Israel’s return to the Promised Land, Isaiah 43 uses language from Israel’s first exodus:


When you pass through the waters, I will be with you. (43:2)


I give Egypt as your ransom. (43:3)


Thus says the LORD,


who makes a way in the sea,


a path in the mighty waters,


who brings forth chariot and horse,


army and warrior;


they lie down, they cannot rise,


they are extinguished, quenched like a wick. (43:16–17)


I am doing a new thing;


now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?


I will make a way in the wilderness


and rivers in the desert. (43:19)15


One major difference remains between the first exodus and the second: the Old Testament expects the second exodus to be a final, consummate event. The Lord will, once for all, deal with sin, forge a remnant, and usher in the new heavens and new earth (65:17; 66:22).


This Isaianic framework explains several unique features of Mark and offers a more nuanced understanding of the Second Gospel. Though Israel in the first century AD has relocated back to the Promised Land, she remains in spiritual exile and enjoys limited political independence.16 Many of Jesus’s actions fit nicely with Isaiah’s expectations of a second exodus. As we will see throughout Mark’s Gospel, Jesus has come to deliver Israel from spiritual bondage in a new exodus of sorts and usher in the new creation. Jesus has come to deliver Israel from Babylonian captivity, a captivity marked not by physical bondage but by spiritual bondage. As a mighty warrior, even one who is identified with the God of Israel, he will vanquish Israel’s true enemy—Satan. Jesus has come to guide his people through the wilderness and into the Promised Land. Upon Israel’s arrival into the Promised Land, Yahweh will dwell with his people in a far more glorious way—not in a man-made tabernacle or temple, but richly in the covenant community.


At this juncture, it is important for us to put things into the proper perspective, especially in light of current debate. Jesus came primarily to deliver people from their sins and reconcile them to God. The result of this spiritual deliverance is the establishment of the kingdom, the beginning of the new creation, the ushering of God’s people into the Promised Land, and so on. In other words, we need to distinguish between the gospel proper (Christ’s death and resurrection), and the effects or implications of the gospel (the kingdom, the new creation, etc.).17


Chronological Overview of Mark’s Gospel


Introduction to Jesus and His Galilean Ministry (Mark 1:1–8:26)


Mark begins his Gospel with John the Baptist calling for Israel to repent of her sins and identify with a renewed covenant community (1:1–6). Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark introduces Jesus as a full-grown man, perhaps reflecting the creation of Adam in the garden. Once Jesus has identified with John’s renewal and is installed as King (Mark 1:9–11; cf. Ps. 2:7), the Spirit propels Jesus into the wilderness to conquer Satan (Mark 1:12–13). At the end of the temptation, only Mark mentions Jesus being with “the wild animals,” perhaps recalling Adam’s fellowship with the animals in the garden (Gen. 2:18–20).18 God is thus restoring not only humanity but also creation. Mark’s fast-paced narrative portrays Jesus as bounding from one event to the next. As the long-awaited Messiah, Jesus ushers in God’s long-awaited kingdom (1:14–15). The series of miracles and teaching episodes demonstrates that the long-awaited kingdom has indeed arrived (1:21–34, 40–45; 2:1–13; etc.). Now that the new creation has dawned through the Messiah, demons are exorcised, lepers are healed, the blind receive sight, the lame walk, and sins are forgiven. The first half of Mark’s Gospel largely takes place in Galilee, where Jesus is generally successful in his proclamation of the kingdom. Yet, his message remains scandalous to some. As the paradigmatic parable of the sower clearly demonstrates, his message will be accepted by some but rejected by others (4:1–25). Near and around Galilee, the kingdom grows as many Gentiles respond to Jesus’s kingdom pronouncement. Yet Jesus’s identity remains veiled. Who is this Jesus of Nazareth?


Prologue (Mark 1:1–13). Mark’s Gospel begins with “the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ” (1:1). Here the “gospel” highlights the role of the prophet, John the Baptist, and Jesus’s temptation in the wilderness (1:1–13). Mark quotes from two Old Testament texts—Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3—yet mentions only “Isaiah the prophet” (Mark 1:2b–3). This literary technique is a Jewish way of citing the Old Testament. Old Testament texts can be grouped together under one specific theme (see, e.g., Romans 3; Hebrews 1). Mark strategically pairs these two Old Testament quotations, whereas Matthew and Luke separate them, placing them in different contexts (Matt. 3:3; 11:10; Luke 3:4; 7:27). The prominence of these two quotations in Mark’s Gospel is remarkable in that they both set the tone for his narrative. Moreover, as mentioned above, one unique feature of Mark’s Gospel is his tendency to sandwich events together. This technique appears to be employed here with the Isaiah quotation.19 Notice how Mark first mentions “Isaiah” and then cites Isaiah 40:3:


As it is written in Isaiah the prophet,


“Behold, I send my messenger before your face,


who will prepare your way [cf. Mal. 3:1],


the voice of one crying in the wilderness:


‘Prepare the way of the Lord,


make his paths straight [cf. Isa. 40:3].’” (Mark 1:2–3)


The significance of this “Isaiah sandwich” is that the reader ought to understand Exodus 23:20/Malachi 3:1 through the lens of Isaiah 40:3.


According to Exodus 23:20–33, the “messenger” will protect Israel along the way to the Promised Land. The messenger promises to wage war against the pagan nations, as they are idolatrous and wicked. If Israel obeys the covenant, God promises to bless them, but if they commit idolatry by conforming to pagan practices, they will be punished. Malachi 3 reworks the messenger of Exodus 23 in its application. Israel has not maintained justice within the community and has broken God’s law. Malachi declares that a messenger figure will again arise and prepare the way for Yahweh to judge his people: “Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me” (Mal. 3:1). In Exodus 23, Israel’s enemies, the idolatrous nations, are on the receiving end of judgment. According to Malachi 3:1–6, however, the messenger is paving the way for Yahweh to wage war against Israel! Like their neighbors, Israel has become entrenched in idolatry and social injustice (1:6–10, 12–14, etc.). Those idolatrous Israelites who refuse to repent are judged by Yahweh (3:5; 4:1–4), yet those within Israel who do turn to the Lord will escape this coming judgment. Malachi’s messenger must “prepare” Israel for Yahweh’s coming judgment by sparking repentance among the remnant within Israel. Those who repent will avoid God’s judgment and be restored (4:6).


Isaiah 40 serves as a transitional point in the book of Isaiah. Anticipated in the first half of the book (e.g., 2:2–5; 24:1–25:12), chapters 40–66 describe Israel’s release from Babylonian captivity as a second exodus (40:10–11; 51:9; 52:10), the journey to the Promised Land (49:9), and the creation of the new heavens and new earth (65:17–25; 66:22–23). All of this will take place through the Isaianic servant (42:1–9; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12). Isaiah 40:3 describes God restoring his people from Babylonian captivity by leading them through the desert to the Promised Land. Isaiah 40:3 is a significant text, as it summarizes Israel’s return from Babylon to the Promised land:


A voice cries:


“In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD;


make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”


Two verses later, Isaiah provides the result of Israel’s return to her land:


And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,


and all flesh shall see it together,


for the mouth of the LORD has spoken. (40:5)


The return to the Promised Land will eventually give way to God’s decisive act of the destruction of evil and the consummate restoration of all things. Those redeemed from Israel and the nations will dwell fully with God in the new creation (65:17; 66:22).


The twin quotation of Exodus 23/Malachi 3 and Isaiah 40 in Mark 1:2b–3 is explicitly applied to John the Baptist. He is both the “messenger” of judgment (Mal. 3:1) and the “voice” that announces the arrival of Israel’s restoration from captivity (Isa. 40:3). The messenger, therefore, has a twofold agenda: (1) he must prepare rebellious Israel, lest they be annihilated at God’s coming; (2) he summons Israel to repent and become part of the new covenant community through baptism. John also announces the end of Israel’s spiritual captivity by heralding the fulfillment of Isaiah’s long-awaited new exodus of God’s people. Israel’s history is on the brink of reaching its climax: John, as the end-time “messenger,” announces that God is coming to judge those who have broken the covenant but to restore those who trust in his promises.


In addition to John the Baptist’s identification with Malachi and Isaiah’s messenger, Jesus’s role in Mark 1 must be appreciated as it pertains to Malachi 3 and Isaiah 40. Yahweh, in Malachi 3, follows the messenger and judges Israel: “The Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple” (3:1b). According to Mark 1, it is Jesus who comes on the heels of the messenger—a clear identification with Yahweh. The same can be said for the Isaiah text. Isaiah 40:3 is an announcement that Yahweh has come to redeem his people from captivity and begin the process of the new creation, whereas in Mark 1 Jesus serves in this identical capacity. In other words, Mark, from the very beginning of his Gospel, identifies the role of Jesus with Yahweh, indirectly suggesting that Jesus is divine.20


Mark records that John’s ministry was somewhat successful according to 1:5: “And all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him and were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.” This tidbit is highly significant in that some Israelites were attaching themselves to John’s baptism and turning their backs on Israel’s long-standing (and now idolatrous) institutions, such as the temple and its sacrifices. By offering baptism for renewal, John the Baptist was indirectly challenging Israel’s identity and structure. In other words, John was laying the foundation for Israel to be reconstituted according to different terms, particularly, Israel’s temple.21


Beginning of Jesus’s Galilean ministry (Mark 1:14–3:6). The first phase of Jesus’s ministry in Galilee sets the tone for the remainder of the book. Immediately after John is imprisoned, Jesus flees north to Galilee, probably avoiding persecution in Judea. Jesus proclaims the arrival of the kingdom of God (Mark 1:14–15) and begins his successful public ministry by calling four disciples, three of whom form the “inner three”—Peter, James, and John (1:16–20; cf. 3:13–19). A series of exorcisms and healings punctuates Mark’s fast-paced narrative, leaving no doubt that the long-awaited kingdom has indeed arrived in and through Jesus. This initial phase culminates in the dispute between Jesus and the Jewish leaders (3:1–6), an ominous sign of things to come.


Jesus summons Simon (Peter), Andrew, James, and John to follow him at the beginning of his public ministry (1:16–20). The theme of discipleship plays a key role in this Gospel, as Mark seeks to answer the all-important question, what does it take to follow the Messiah? The unequivocal answer, according to the New Testament, is that disciples must be willing to sacrifice their lives and ambitions for the sake of the kingdom. Uniquely, Old Testament prophets never called others to follow them; instead, prophets charged others to follow Yahweh. Jesus may, therefore, be acknowledging divine prerogative by commanding others to follow him.


Jesus confronts the disciples while they are fishing in the Sea of Galilee. His statement about becoming “fishers of men” may be more than simply a pithy statement about discipleship. The book of Jeremiah may be the background behind Jesus’s summons. In Jeremiah 16:16–18, the immediate context is charged with both the restoration and judgment of Israel. Verse 16 says, “Behold, I am sending for many fishers, declares the LORD, and they shall catch them [Israelites in exile].” On the one hand, the fishermen are to search out the scattered Israelites who are in Babylonian exile. God, in verse 15, promises to restore captive Israel and bring them back to the Promised Land. Yet God will also send “hunters,” who will seek out the exiles and judge the wicked Israelites (16:16b–18). Consequently, a large part of the mission of the twelve disciples, like Jeremiah’s hunters, is to pronounce judgment upon rebellious Israel. They are God’s emissaries who herald judgment to those who reject the kingdom message. On the other hand, the Twelve bring mercy and restoration to those who believe in Jesus. Jesus promises to deliver those Israelites, who, despite their dwelling in the Promised Land, still remain in spiritual captivity to sin.


Second phase of Jesus’s Galilean ministry (Mark 3:7–6:6). As Mark goes on to make clear, Jesus’s ministry continues to gain popularity around Galilee (Mark 3:7–12). He finally assembles all twelve disciples, having already summoned four in 1:16–20. Symbolically, the Twelve constitute true Israel and not only follow their rabbi, Jesus, but are even charged with the authority to proclaim the kingdom message and cast out demons (3:14–15). As they identify themselves with Jesus, their ministry is inextricably bound up with his authority over evil. The parable of the sower explains why not all are able to accept the kingdom message (4:1–20), and the parables of the sower and the mustard seed explain how the end-time kingdom radically differs from expectations. The presence of the kingdom mysteriously overlaps with wickedness. With the kingdom message flourishing in Galilee, opposition grows against Jesus (3:20–34). This phase climaxes with four miracles that encapsulate the totality of Jesus’s miracles: a nature miracle (4:35–41), an exorcism (5:1–20), a healing (5:25–34), and a resurrection (5:21–24, 35–43).


The Twelve as true Israel. Jesus, in Mark 3:13–19, officially assembles the twelve disciples “on the mountain.” Several unique features of this passage are worthy of note. The first concerns the number of the disciples. Why twelve? A first-century Jew would immediately make the connection between the number of the disciples and the twelve tribes of Israel. In nucleus form, the twelve disciples symbolize the twelve tribes.22 This explains why the apostles are so intent on preserving the number twelve in Acts 1:15–26 and elect Matthias to replace Judas Iscariot. The twelve tribes are derivative of Jacob’s twelve sons (Gen. 29:32–30:24; 35:18). Each tribe was apportioned a plot of land in Canaan (save the tribe of Levi—Deut. 18:1–2; Josh. 13:14, 33) and was to adhere to the covenant stipulations made at Sinai. Moses charged the twelve tribes to function as priests to the pagan nations by converting them and bringing them into the covenant community. This charge corresponds to Adam and Eve’s commission to be “fruitful” and “multiply” (Gen. 1:28), thus extending God’s glory to the ends of the earth. Exodus 19:5–6 is explicit in this regard: “Now therefore, if you [Israel] will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Yet, Israel failed on both counts: not only did Israel repeatedly break the covenant; they also refused to bring the nations into the covenant community. The stage was set for the arrival of One who would fulfill both of these obligations.


We must deem Jesus as true Israel. He recapitulates Israel’s story (baptism, wilderness temptation, etc.) and succeeds where they failed. In addition to Jesus’s locating true Israel in himself, he also reconstitutes Israel by assembling the twelve disciples. Just as Moses gathered Israel on Sinai and commissioned them, so Jesus draws together the Twelve and charges them to spread the message of the kingdom and God’s glory. The twelve disciples are given “authority to cast out the demons” (Mark 3:15; see 6:7–13) because they corporately identify with Jesus, who has conquered Satan at his wilderness temptation.


Jesus, the strong man of Israel. The scribes are said to be “from Jerusalem” (Mark 3:22). Mark mentions this location so that the reader may anticipate Jesus’s utter rejection and suffering in Jerusalem. The scribes make a strong accusation that Jesus is possessed by the spirit of Beelzebul (3:22). This name is different from Baalzebub (Lord of the Flies), and we are unsure what exactly it means, but what we do know is that he is to be identified with Satan. Thus, not only do the scribes reject Jesus and his message, but they also attribute his miraculous power to Satan! They conclude that the only one capable of such exorcisms is someone “on the inside.”


Jesus gives the parable as follows: he first asks, “How can Satan cast out Satan?” (3:23). He begins with the imagery of a kingdom. If the kingdom is divided, then it will not last, because of internal strife (3:24). The kingdom must be unified in order to withstand an attack. Second, a house must be unified in its objective as well or it will not be able to stand. Jesus then uses the analogy of the famous strong man parable (3:27). It is a rather simple analogy: one must first defeat the guardian of the house in order to pillage it.


The clearest Old Testament example of the strong man is found in Isaiah 49:24–26:23


Can the prey be taken from the mighty,


or the captives of a tyrant be rescued?


For thus says the LORD:


“Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken,


and the prey of the tyrant be rescued,


for I will contend with those who contend with you,


and I will save your children.


I will make your oppressors eat their own flesh,


and they shall be drunk with their own blood as with wine.


Then all flesh shall know


that I am the LORD your Savior,


and your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob.”


In this passage, Isaiah describes the return from exile because God has not forgotten Zion, so he will inhabit her once again. Verses 22–23 speak of the exiles returning with the help of the foreign nations, which will submit. Then verse 24 begins with the question,


Can the prey be taken from the mighty,


or the captives of a tyrant be rescued?


The obvious answer is an emphatic no! There is no way the captives can be released, because they would have to vanquish the tyrant and the mighty man. But the text responds to this situation:


Surely . . .


Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken,


and the prey of the tyrant be rescued. (49:25)


Here, Yahweh as the divine warrior, will fight for his people once again and bring them out of the possession of the tyrant. By the time we get to the New Testament, we discover that the true tyrant, the strong man, is not Babylon but Satan. He has held the people in spiritual exile for long enough. Now Jesus comes and “binds” the strong man, releasing his prisoners. In the context of Isaiah 49, Babylon is the strong man, and Yahweh delivers Israel from this nefarious enemy, but Jesus identifies himself as Yahweh by “binding” the strong man, namely Satan, in Mark 3. Therefore, Jesus is Israel’s Lord incarnate who has come to release Israel from spiritual slavery.


The Old Testament background and function of parables. Chapter 4 signals an important turn in Mark’s narrative. Here we encounter our first major block of teaching, yet we are immediately confronted with a substantial amount of parabolic teaching.24 Why doesn’t Jesus speak plainly? Are parables merely “heavenly stories with an earthly meaning”? Can they be categorized as simply proverbial sayings undergirded with moralism?


To grasp the nature and function of parables is to understand them in light of their Old Testament backdrop. Old Testament prophets (e.g., Moses, Elijah) originally ministered to Israel by speaking plainly in the form of sermons. Yet Israel refused to listen, so later prophets were instructed to use a different modus operandi.25 Yahweh commanded them to begin using forms of prophetic communication such as parables and symbolic actions. For example, in Ezekiel 24:3, Yahweh commands the prophet Ezekiel to relay a “parable” to the wicked Israelites:


Utter a parable [מָשָׁל] to the rebellious house and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD:


“Set on the pot, set it on;


pour in water also.”


The passage goes on to describe a boiled lamb in detail (24:4–5). This act thus symbolizes God’s judgment upon Israel in taking her to Babylon (24:6–13; cf. 2 Sam. 12:1–15).


Symbolic actions and oracles have a twofold effect upon the audience: (1) those hardened toward God’s commandments will be further hardened and ultimately judged; (2) those righteous, but complacent, will respond appropriately by obeying the prophet’s actions and words. For example, Yahweh, in Isaiah 6:9–10, commands Isaiah the prophet to further harden Israel:


He said, “Go, and say to this people:


“‘Keep on hearing, but do not understand;


keep on seeing, but do not perceive.’


Make the heart of this people dull,


and their ears heavy,


and blind their eyes;


lest they see with their eyes,


and hear with their ears,


and understand with their hearts,


and turn and be healed.”


A few verses later, in 7:3–9 and 8:1–4, Isaiah performs several symbolic acts that further harden Israel (a fulfillment of 6:9–10). An example of a positive effect upon the righteous remnant is Nathan’s confrontation of David’s sin in 2 Samuel 12, resulting in David’s response of contrition.


Parables in the Gospels, therefore, function as a form of riddles. If the listener is unmotivated and impassive, the parable is meaningless. But if the listener vigorously pursues the meaning of the parable and responds appropriately, then the meaning of the symbolism is unlocked.


The parable of the sower: “outsiders” and “insiders.” Mark 4 is critical to our understanding of the nature of Jesus’s teaching on the kingdom and how his disciples and others receive his message. Functioning paradigmatically, the parable of the sower (4:1–20) answers a pressing question: If Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah and his kingdom is the fulfillment of Old Testament expectations, then why do most reject Jesus? In the immediate context, even Jesus’s own family lacks understanding (3:20–35)!


After Jesus delivers the parable, “the Twelve and others” come to him privately and ask if he can give them the meaning or interpretation of the parable. Jesus responds cryptically: “The mystery of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables” (4:11, my trans.). Here Jesus claims that he will indeed give the meaning of the parable to the disciples (4:13–20) but not to “those on the outside.” In Mark’s Gospel, there is a distinction between what we may call the “outsiders” and the “insiders.” Those on the inside have grasped Jesus’s kingdom message and, by all appearances, will continue in their faith. The outsiders, however, lack insight and the willingness to embrace Jesus’s message.


The Isaiah 6 quotation in Mark 4:12 begins with a strong purpose conjunction (ἵνα), making the readers pause and think deeply about Isaiah 6 and its immediate context. In its original context, God commands Isaiah to prophesy to Israel, but, unfortunately, Israel will not listen. In fact, Isaiah’s message will further harden the people:


Make the heart of this people dull,


and their ears heavy,


and blind their eyes. (Isa. 6:10)


The prophet Isaiah cries out in response to the fateful news, “How long, O Lord?” (6:11). God then responds and proclaims that Isaiah must continue to prophesy until Judah is completely destroyed. Verse 13 even suggests that “a tenth” of Israel that remains will be destroyed:


“And though a tenth remain in it,


it will be burned again,


like a terebinth or an oak,


whose stump remains


when it is felled.”


The holy seed is its stump.


God’s judgment is so thorough that it is even possible to understand the “holy seed” here as corrupt and idolatrous.26 The upshot of Isaiah’s message to unfaithful Israel is that God’s judgment upon Israel (and even the remnant) will continue into Israel’s exile and beyond. When Israel returns from exile and back to the Promised Land, she will be reconstituted under different terms.27


In Isaiah 6:9–10, Israel is said to be blind and deaf, which is a reflection of their idolatrous practices. Israel has become like the objects they worship. Recall that in 1:29 Israel is portrayed as an idolatrous tree:


For you shall be ashamed of the oaks


that you desired;


and you shall blush for the gardens


that you have chosen.


For you shall be like an oak


whose leaf withers,


and like a garden without water. (Isa. 1:29–30 ESV mg.)


The Old Testament elsewhere states that individuals become like the very objects they worship and adore.28 For example, Psalm 115:4–8 says:


Their idols are silver and gold,


the work of human hands.


They have mouths, but do not speak;


eyes, but do not see.


They have ears, but do not hear;


noses, but do not smell.


They have hands, but do not feel;


feet, but do not walk;


and they do not make a sound in their throat.


Those who make them become like them;


so do all who trust in them. (cf. Deut. 29:3–4; Jer. 5:21; Ezek. 12:2)


To summarize, Yahweh commissions Isaiah to pronounce judgment upon Israel for her repeated acts of idolatry. Israel cherishes her idols, so God promises to transform Israel into the very thing she adores—an idol!


How does Isaiah’s prominent quotation function in Mark’s Gospel? The quotation is explicitly directed toward the outsiders of Mark 4:11. This includes the Jewish leaders, who represent the nation of Israel, Jesus’s family (for the time being), and generally those who have rejected Jesus’s message. If we keep the context of Isaiah 6 in mind, we are probably right to claim that since the outsiders have rejected Jesus’s message, especially Israel’s leaders (which Isaiah prophesied would happen), they are now on the receiving end of God’s long-awaited judgment. The nation of Israel, as represented by the Jewish leaders, has rejected Jesus’s message because they, like their ancestors in Isaiah’s day, have committed idolatry, probably by worshiping the Torah and the oral tradition (Mark 7). Jesus stands in continuity with Isaiah by reiterating the prophet’s words. Isaiah’s prophetic act remains valid into the first century!


Recall too that, according to Isaiah 6, Israel is corrupt at its very core. Since Israel is on the receiving end of God’s latter-day judgment, she will now be reconstituted around Jesus. Those who rally around Jesus separate themselves from idolatrous Israel and become part of true Israel, Jesus.


Virtually all of Jesus’s parables and deeds are veiled or characterized by some form of hiddenness or inability to understand. Those who have “eyes to see” comprehend Jesus’s message, but those who are “blind” are unable ever to penetrate the full meaning of the revelation. In the Gospels, the disciples oscillate between comprehension and inability to perceive. At times they understand, if not fully, Jesus’s identity and mission (e.g., Mark 8:29), and at other times they lack insight (e.g., Mark 8:17). Like the disciples, the crowds are often viewed as unable to comprehend Jesus’s mission, though occasionally they have insight. The Jewish leadership, however, appears hardened and unable to perceive. Consequently, for some the revelation is only temporarily hidden, while for others it is permanently hidden.


The “mystery” of the kingdom. Immediately following the parable of the sower, Jesus claims that the disciples have been “given the mystery of the kingdom” (Mark 4:11, my trans.). The expression “the mystery of the kingdom of God” is especially important in the immediate and broad context of Mark’s Gospel. The term mystery (μυστήριον) originates in the book of Daniel, especially chapters 2 and 4. The content of the term in Daniel concerns primarily God’s end-time kingdom. The initial revelation to Nebuchadnezzar and its subsequent interpretation given to Daniel are deemed a mystery. The divine revelation is thus hidden but later revealed.29


To get to the heart of the matter, what does Jesus mean by “mystery of the kingdom of God”? In the immediate context, the revealed mystery is directly related to the parable of the sower and the following parables concerning the kingdom. The Old Testament prophecies appear to view the establishment of the end-time kingdom as a decisive overthrow of God’s enemies at one consummate point at the very end of world history (e.g., Gen. 49:9–10; Num. 24:14–19; Dan. 2:35, 44–45).


What makes Jesus’s teaching about the kingdom a “mystery” is the contrast with the Old Testament and Jewish expectation of the kingdom. One of the main tenets of the prophesied latter-day kingdom is the consummate establishment of God’s kingdom directly preceded by the ultimate destruction of unrighteousness and foreign oppression. The advent of the Messiah would signal the death knell of evil empires. Pagan kings and their kingdoms were to be destroyed (or “crushed”) (Dan. 2:44), and the Messiah would “shatter all their substance with an iron rod” (Pss. Sol. 17:24). Such a defeat and judgment would be decisive and happen all at once at the end of history.


But here Jesus claims that the advent of the Messiah and the latter-day kingdom does not happen all at once, since a complete defeat and judgment of the wicked do not occur. Paradoxically, two realms coexist—those who belong to the kingdom and those who belong to the Evil One. The kingdom has been inaugurated but remains to be consummately fulfilled. Scholars label this framework the “already and not yet,” and it is commonly referred to as “inaugurated eschatology.” George E. Ladd gets to the nub of the issue: “This is indeed a mystery, a new revelation. That there should be a coming of God’s kingdom in the way Jesus proclaimed, in a hidden, secret form, working quietly among men, was utterly novel to Jesus’ contemporaries.”30


Last phase of Jesus’s Galilean ministry (Mark 6:7–8:26). The last portion of Jesus’s ministry in Galilee further amplifies the first two phases, involving more miracles and greater opposition. It begins with the commissioning of the Twelve and their authority over the demonic forces (Mark 6:7–13, 30–32). John’s fate is recalled, perhaps in anticipation of Jesus’s eventual death. Beginning in 6:45, Jesus makes a concerted effort to reach the Gentiles. To the east of the Jordan River lay Decapolis, a region entrenched with Greco-Roman culture. Jesus’s engagement with the Gentiles climaxes with the faith of the Syrophoenician woman in 7:24–30. The dispute between Jesus and the Jewish leaders reaches a boiling point in 7:1–23, especially when he declares “all foods clean” (7:19). It appears that the Jewish leaders have, ironically, made the Torah an idol. This phase of his career sounds off with the obstinacy of the disciples (8:11–21). Their continual lack of understanding is symbolized in the miracle of the blind man at Bethsaida (8:22–26). Like this blind man, the disciples will be cured of their blindness in two stages: Peter finally acknowledges that Jesus is indeed the Messiah in 8:29, but full understanding of Jesus’s identity will not manifest itself until after his resurrection.


The Road to Jerusalem (Mark 8:27–10:52)


Once Jesus and the disciples turn toward Jerusalem, Jesus’s identity begins to become clearer. “You are the Christ [Messiah],” Peter declares in Mark 8:29. Mark 8:27–10:52 comprises the “road to Jerusalem.” It is a time of preparation and further revelation of Jesus’s identity. The narrative progresses to a heightened level: the Messiah will indeed suffer and die. This is apparent from the second and third passion prediction in 9:31 and 10:33. As Jesus approaches Jerusalem, Jewish opposition will intensify and will eventually culminate in his death.


Peter’s confession and the transfiguration (Mark 8:27–9:13). Mark’s Gospel strikes a high note in Peter’s confession that Jesus is indeed the long-awaited Messiah: “He [Jesus] asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say that I am?’” (8:27). After the disciples offer their list of prime candidates, Jesus pointedly asks Peter, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter hits the nail on the head when he says, “You are the Christ” (8:29). As noted above, the word for “Christ” is the Greek term Χριστός, meaning “anointed one,” or “Messiah.” Peter is therefore claiming that Jesus is indeed the highly anticipated Messiah who has come to liberate Israel. But Jesus’s messiahship breaks the mold, as he is a suffering Messiah who ushers in a kingdom filled with persecution and suffering (8:31–9:1). Jesus is then remarkably transformed or “transfigured” before the disciples’ eyes. This event demonstrates, above all, that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah and the divine Son of God. The disciples, therefore, must obey King Jesus (9:2–13).


Instruction concerning the kingdom and further healing (Mark 9:14–10:52). Immediately following the transfiguration, Jesus makes final preparation before entering Jerusalem. Many of Mark’s themes continue to progress, particularly Jesus’s frustration with the disciples and their lack of understanding (9:18–19; 10:35–45), and his impending death (9:30–32; 10:32–34). The healing of blind Bartimaeus does, though, receive prominence in Mark’s drama (10:46–52). The healing immediately precedes Jesus’s march into Jerusalem (11:1), and Bartimaeus’s words are especially insightful when he declares, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” (10:48). Even before Bartimaeus is healed, he affirms what has been moving in and out of the background for several chapters—Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah. Bartimaeus’s declaration sets the stage for Jesus’s entrance into Jerusalem in the following chapter.


Unlike the other three Gospels, Mark alone describes the healing of two blind men: Bartimaeus here in Mark 10 and an unnamed blind man in Mark 8. In chapter 8, the blind man plays an important role in Mark’s narrative as he symbolizes the two-staged healing of the disciples’ blindness. Mark’s (and Matthew’s) inclusion of the healing of Bartimaeus is hugely important to his narrative. This is the final event before Jesus’s entrance into Jerusalem. So why would Mark use a healing episode before the Triumphal Entry? And why would he use the healing of a blind man? Why not a lame or mute person? The answer probably lies in its symbolic value.


The Old Testament often uses blindness to describe Israel’s inability to discern God’s revelation. That is, the Israelites were unable to grasp God’s actions and verbal revelation. For example, Deuteronomy 29:4 says, “But to this day the LORD has not given you a heart to understand or eyes to see or ears to hear.” Israel became blind, because they turned into the very objects they worshiped (Pss. 115:5–8; 135:16–18).


When we come to the Gospels, we learn that Israel is still in a state of blindness. We already discerned this principle in Mark 4:11–12. Why would Israel be in a state of blindness? Are they still bowing down to idols? Physically, no. By the first century, Israel knows better than to make and worship idols. They paid dearly for that mistake. Instead of manufacturing physical idols, they have manufactured figurative ones. They bow down not to golden images but to oral tradition; they are guilty of worshiping human traditions and law instead of the Lawgiver.


Jesus’s identity as King is central to our passage, since Bartimaeus twice exclaims “Son of David” (10:47–48). But why is Jesus’s kingdom on display here? To ask the question another way, what is the relationship between healing the blind and the in-breaking of the kingdom? Matthew 11:2–5 is particularly helpful in this regard:


Now when John heard in prison about the deeds of the Christ [lit. the Messiah], he sent word by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” And Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them.”


Here Jesus reveals his kingly or messianic identity by healing the disabled. Jesus partially quotes two Old Testament texts—Isaiah 35:5–6 and 61:1–2. In 35:5–6, the blind, the deaf, and the lame are restored because they are citizens now in God’s end-time kingdom; they have been brought out of Babylonian captivity and restored through a second exodus. Importantly, only those who are restored physically are able to journey to the Promised Land (Isa. 35:8). The restored people of God will thus be spiritually and physically whole. They will be new creational beings, fit for the new heavens and earth.


By healing Bartimaeus, Jesus is demonstrating the in-breaking of the new heavens and earth. Jesus, the end-time King, is healing one of his kingdom citizens! But Bartimaeus’s restoration carries significance for not only himself but also a corporate body. Blind Bartimaeus embodies blind and hardened Israel. Recall that in Mark 8 Jesus’s two-staged healing of the blind man symbolized the healing of the disciples’ blindness (8:18, 21, 29). In the same way, Bartimaeus’s blindness here in Mark 10 likely symbolizes Israel’s blindness. But why is the event placed before Passion Week? Apparently, the crucifixion and resurrection are the means by which Jesus will heal the blind remnant of Israel. At the crucifixion, we see nearly identical words that Bartimaeus utters but on the lips of a Roman centurion, of all people: “And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly this man was the Son of God!’” (15:39).


In the Old Testament, one of Yahweh’s central attributes is his ability to heal and restore (Ex. 4:11; Ps. 146:8; Hos. 6:1–2; etc.). He created Israel, and he promises to restore her. It is important for us to keep the Old Testament texts in mind when we see Jesus healing the blind, the lame, and the mute. Jesus acts not like Old Testament prophets who, on occasion, were able to mediate God’s healing power (see, e.g., 2 Kings 5), but as Yahweh himself. Jesus is the very source of healing because he is God incarnate.31


The Passion and the Empty Tomb (Mark 11:1–16:8)


This final act of Mark’s three-part drama leaves the reader with a clearly defined portrait of Jesus. He is the suffering Messiah. Jesus can be known only through the cross (15:21–47) and the resurrection (16:1–8). All the events of his career must be interpreted through these two great events. It is as though Mark wishes his readers to finish the book and then immediately begin reading it all over again. Knowing the end of the story brings clarity to the beginning and middle portions. The series of Jewish confrontations in act 1 climaxes with one ultimate confrontation. Through suffering and defeat, Jesus is, in reality, executing his messianic rule. There is victory in the midst of defeat, glory in the midst of suffering, and power in the midst of weakness.


Temple judgment, prediction of the fall of Jerusalem, and Passover (Mark 11:1–14:31). Mark 11 begins with Jesus entering into the place of suffering and death. Knowing that full well, Jesus still travels to Jerusalem and performs one of the most public displays of his messiahship—riding on a donkey (11:1–10). The Gospels could not be any clearer—the Messiah has indeed arrived! The first course of business for Israel’s King is to judge the fig tree. The fig tree symbolizes the nation of Israel, much as it did in the Old Testament (Jer. 24:5; Hos. 9:10). By cursing the fig tree, Jesus is, in effect, saying that the nation of Israel has come under God’s wrath. Mark splits the cursing of the fig tree with the temple judgment (11:15–19), desiring that his audience would connect the two events. Jesus curses the nation of Israel because they have abused the temple (11:17; cf. Isa. 56:7; Jer. 7:11). Mark 11:27–33 is the beginning of a lengthy interaction with the Jewish leaders that takes place in the temple complex.


Chapters 11–12 are pivotal during Passion Week. The Jewish leaders have been scheming for quite some time to put Jesus to death, but here their scheming intensifies; the leaders are now ready to put their plan into action. Chapter 13 largely concerns God’s impending judgment upon Jerusalem, an event fulfilled in AD 70. Since Israel has continually rejected the prophetic voices through the centuries, culminating in Jesus, and abused the temple on a number of levels, God promises to pour out his judgment upon Israel and Jerusalem. The mood grows darker in chapter 14 when an unnamed woman prepares Jesus for burial and anoints him with expensive perfume (14:1–9). This section ends with Jesus and his disciples celebrating Passover (14:12–26) in anticipation of Jesus’s upcoming death as the Passover sacrifice. As God redeemed Israel from Egyptian bondage, Jesus’s death will release those in spiritual exile.


Taking place on Sunday of Passion Week, the event commonly called the Triumphal Entry is one of the more public demonstrations in Jesus’s ministry. In preparation for his entry into Jerusalem, Jesus commands his disciples to find him a specific colt, an unbroken colt that has one mission only—to carry the kingly Messiah (11:2–3).


Jesus also claims that the unbroken colt will be “tied.” Surprisingly, the Old Testament speaks of a tethered colt being tied up:


The scepter shall not depart from Judah,


nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,


until tribute comes to him;


and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples.


Binding his foal to the vine


and his donkey’s colt to the choice vine. (Gen. 49:10–11)


Jacob’s prophecy over his son Judah finds its ultimate fulfillment in Jesus, particularly at the Triumphal Entry. Jesus is publicly announcing his messianic prerogative to rule over Israel, just as Genesis 49:10–11 predicted. In addition to Genesis 49, Matthew even links the Triumphal Entry to his “fulfillment formula”: “This took place to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet [Zechariah]” (Matt. 21:4). Jesus’s abnormal request that the colt remain unbroken tightens the connection to the Greek translation of the Old Testament in Zechariah 9:9, which states that the latter-day King will come on a “foal of a donkey.”


Zechariah 9 marks a new section in the book of Zechariah that pertains to God’s sovereignty over the nations, thus giving hope to the captive Israelites. Verses 1–7 are a judgment oracle against the pagan nations that have continually threatened Israel’s existence. Yet God promises to protect his people, Israel, from the surrounding nations. Verse 9 continues this theme of a secure and sovereign rule:


Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! . . .


Behold, your king is coming to you;


righteous and having salvation is he,


humble and mounted on a donkey,


on a colt, the foal of a donkey.


The manner in which this King arrives in Jerusalem is unique: “humble and mounted on a donkey.” Though seemingly odd, a similar event occurs in 1 Kings 1:32–33: “So they [Zadok, Nathan, and Benaiah] came before the king. And the king said to them, ‘Take with you the servants of your lord and have Solomon my son ride on my own mule.’” In both contexts (Zechariah 9 and 1 Kings 1), “riding/mounted on a mule/donkey” refers not to a weak or incompetent ruler but to a peaceful ruler. Zechariah 9:10 explains,


He shall speak peace to the nations;


his rule shall be from sea to sea,


and from the River to the ends of the earth.


Jesus’s identification with the messianic King of Zechariah 9 is particularly important to his career: Jesus has come to destroy Israel’s enemy—not Rome but Satan—and lead his people out of spiritual exile (Zech. 9:16). Even the laying of palm branches and garments before Jesus (Mark 11:8) recalls previous instances of Jewish behavior in the presence of royalty (2 Kings 9:13; 1 Macc. 13:51; 2 Macc. 10:7).
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