
  


  [image: 9780830884414.jpg]


  


  [image: ]


   


  Matthew

  The Gospel of Identity


  [image: ]


  Michael Card


   


  [image: IVP Books Imprint]


  www.IVPress.com/books


  


  InterVarsity Press 

  P.O. Box 1400 

  Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426

  World Wide Web: www.ivpress.com

  Email: email@ivpress.com


  ©2013 by Michael Card


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from InterVarsity Press.


  InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®, a movement of students and faculty active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges and schools of nursing in the United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students. For information about local and regional activities, write Public Relations Dept., InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA, 6400 Schroeder Rd., P.O. Box 7895, Madison, WI 53707-7895, or visit the IVCF website at <www.intervarsity.org>.


  Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible, copyright ©1999, 2000, 2002, 2003 by Holman Bible Publishers, Nashville, Tennessee. Used by permission HCSB Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.


  Design: Cindy Kiple

  Images: Jesus healing a leper (mosaic), Byzantine School, Duomo, Monreale, Sicily, Italy, Giraudon. The Bridgeman Art Library.


  ISBN 978-0-8308-3812-7 (print)

  ISBN 978-0-8308-8441-4 (digital)


  



  
    


    Contents


    Contents


    Preface: The Biblical Imagination


    Thanks


    Introduction: Learning to Listen to Matthew


    Major Themes


    The Crisis in Galilee


    The Gospel of Identity


    Matthew 1


    The Messiah’s Pedigree


    A Dream Come True


    Matthew 2


    The World’s Wisdom Bows Down


    The Escape


    Matthew 3


    The Voice of One in the Wilderness


    The Perfect Words of the Father


    Matthew 4


    The Temptation in the Wilderness


    Preaching in Galilee


    The First Disciples, the First Mission


    Matthew 5


    Jesus’ Nine Benedictions


    Jesus, Tell Us Who We Are


    An Unexpected Fulfillment


    A New Righteousness


    Matthew 6


    A Secret Righteousness


    True Treasure


    How to Be Worry Free


    Matthew 7


    Do Not Judge


    Do Not Give Up Asking


    Sermon Summary


    Matthew 8


    The Disobedient Leper


    The Confident Centurion


    The One Who Carries Our Illness


    The Homeless Son of Man


    Two Demonic Confrontations


    Matthew 9


    Winning Praise for God


    The Calling of Matthew


    Old Orthodoxy, New Reality


    Power over Disease and Death


    One Request He Will Never Deny


    Final Synagogue Tour


    Matthew 10


    Appointing the Twelve


    Instructions to the Twelve


    Matthew 11


    Jesus’ Failure to Meet Expectations


    Capernaum and Sodom


    The Painful Joy of Jesus


    Matthew 12


    The Identity of Jesus: Lord of the Sabbath


    The Fearless Healer


    God’s Gentle Servant


    The Son of David


    Greater Than Jonah and Solomon


    A New Family of Faith


    Matthew 13


    The Parable of the Soils


    The Parable of the Weeds


    The Parable of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast


    Three Parables Unique to Matthew


    The End of the Synagogue Ministry


    Matthew 14


    The Ludicrous Death of John


    The Miracle of Perfect Provision


    Their First Time to Worship


    Matthew 15


    Jesus Attacks the Oral Law


    Bread for the Puppies


    A Miracle of Abundance


    Matthew 16


    Engaging the Pharisees


    The Yeast of the Pharisees


    Peter’s Confession and Blessing


    Peter’s Rebuke and Cursing


    Matthew 17


    The Transfiguration


    “Have Mercy”


    An Unmiraculous Miracle


    Matthew 18


    Who Is the Greatest?


    The Lonely lost Sheep


    The Process of Forgiving Your Brother


    A Willingness to Forgive Little


    Matthew 19


    Divorce and the Little Children


    A Flawed Question


    Matthew 20


    The Eccentric Employer: A Parable of HESED


    The Third Announcement of Suffering


    A Request to Be First


    Two Blind Men


    Matthew 21


    The “Triumphal” Entry


    A Prophet is in the Temple


    A Lesson from the Leaves


    Questions of Authority


    Two Worker Parables


    Matthew 22


    The Wedding Feast


    Three Controversy Stories


    Jesus’ Coup De GrÂce


    Matthew 23


    Seven Woes


    One Lament


    Matthew 24


    Two Questions, Two Answers


    A Parable about Not Knowing


    Matthew 25


    The Ten Virgins


    The Talents


    The Sheep and the Goats


    Matthew 26


    The Plot Begins


    The Anointing


    The Deal Is Closed


    The Last Supper


    The Garden


    The Arrest


    Before Caiaphas


    Redemptive Tears


    Matthew 27


    The Sickness unto Death


    Before Pilate


    A Vegetative Crown


    Jesus Crucified


    Jesus “Dismisses” His Spirit


    A Rich Man’s Tomb


    “Make the Tomb Secure”


    Matthew 28


    The Resurrection


    The Bribe


    Jesus Meets Them Back Home


    Appendix A


    Appendix B


    Appendix C


    Appendix D


    Appendix E


    Notes


    Resources


    About the Author


    Series


    About the Biblical Imagination Series


    Also Available from InterVarsity Press:

  


  Preface


  The Biblical

  Imagination


  



  This is the third volume in the Biblical Imagination Series. The first two examined the Gospels of Luke and Mark. Our approach is to “engage the text at the level of the informed imagination.” This method takes seriously the impact of the fall on every dimension of human experience, including the fragmented and fallen way we listen to the Bible.


  On one side are those who study Scripture with their minds. They engage intellectually, puzzling over the text as if it were only a cipher to be solved. They tend to gravitate toward theology. They revel in being “right.” On the other side are those who engage the Bible predominately with the heart. They lean toward the emotional, even mystical understanding of the Scripture. Rather than theological, I would describe them as devotional in their approach. Neither approach is wrong, but both are incomplete. God has given us hearts with which to feel and minds for reasoning. He longs to recapture them both with the truth of the Word.


  “Listen, Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is One. Love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.” When the Shema (Deut 6:4-5) calls us to “hear” or “listen,” it goes on to say that we are to love the Lord our God with all that we are—all our heart, soul and strength.


  “Listen, Israel: the LORD our God, the Lord is One. Love the LORD your God.” Listening and loving—these two imperatives demand that we learn to engage the Scriptures with all we can muster, for to listen to God is at the same moment to love him.


  How do we reconnect this rift between the heart and mind that was caused by the fall? As I understand it, only the imagination can bridge the gap. This is why the Bible reaches out primarily to our imaginations, for by doing so, the heart and mind become reengaged. We hear the poetry of the Psalms or the music of the Prophets, we listen to the parables of Jesus. As we do, the recaptured imagination engages both heart and mind. Our listening becomes an expression of love. We are made whole and the Living Word comes to life in us.


  Imagine the possibilities if we could bring more of ourselves to the task of listening to the Bible. How many new connections might be made, and how many new insights might come to the surface, all as a result of loving God by listening to him with all that we are—all our hearts and all our minds.


  


  
    Thanks


    



    Even though there may be one person pushing the pen on a project like this, it is nonetheless the product of a community of friends, too many to count.


    I would like to thank Aaron Gale for his book Redefining the Ancient Borders and J. Andrew Overman for his Matthew’s Gospel and Formative Judaism. Both of these works provided key backgrounds for the approach to Matthew as a scribal work that was initially focused on the synagogue community of Galilee. I also owe much to Stanley Hauerwas’s commentary on Matthew for the power of his images and the beauty of his language.


    When I first proposed that Matthew is the Gospel of identity, I shared the idea with three brothers who gave me deep encouragement to follow that line of thought: my new friends Michael Wilkins and Craig Keener, and George Guthrie, a very old and good friend and brother. They are all top-notch servants and scholars.


    The Wednesday night Bible study at Christ Community helped test many of these ideas. Thank you all for your faithfulness, week after week.


    In the final week of writing, Mark and Stephen at Sandy Cove Retreat Center provided me a place and some space to finish the rough draft. Thanks, brothers.


    Without the encouragement and support of InterVarsity Press, you would not be holding this book in your hands. Thanks to the entire team, especially Bob Fryling, Jeff Crosby and Al Hsu. Cindy Kiple has provided the rich designs for the covers.


    The team at Harvest Productions in Kansas City makes all of this possible, including concerts and Biblical Imagination Conferences. Thanks, Ron Davis, Holly Benyousky, Susan Surman, Whitney Smith and Shelby Turner.


    Thanks especially to my best friend, Scott Roley, for listening to my endless wanderings on the various ideas in this book and for giving me the space to talk through even the stupid ideas.


    Finally, blessings to my family, to my wife, Susan, and to our kids, Kate, Will, Maggie and Nate, for putting up with so much time away, not just for the writing of books, but for all of it, for so many years.


    Please receive this book from all of us as a gift to the church.


    

  


  Introduction


  Learning to Listen

  to Matthew


  



  The voice we hear in Matthew, perhaps his own, perhaps not, has been for me the least distinct of all the Gospel writers. Mark, clearly speaking for Peter, reflects Peter’s intensity, his simplicity of focus, his absence of agenda. It is a disciple’s voice that has embraced the personality of his “discipler.” Luke’s voice is different, but no less distinct. It is an articulate, educated voice, which is just what we would expect from a well-educated slave/doctor. John’s voice is an elderly voice, as we will see in a later book in this series. His sophisticated themes are what we would expect to hear sitting at the feet of the last living disciple of Jesus, one who has been preaching and teaching about Jesus for decades.


  But Matthew’s voice is different. His does not appear to be the voice of a tax collector, a reformed traitor to his people. We might expect a preoccupation with tax collectors, but we have only one unique story involving tax collection (Mt 17:24-27), and it concerns a completely different sort of tax than Matthew collected. Only occasionally Jesus will mention in an aside, “even the tax collectors and sinners.”


  We would also expect a focus on traitors to Judaism, as Matthew had betrayed his own people, but such is not the case. In fact, we find the opposite voice—a concern for the Old Testament and its fulfillment, for Judaism redeemed and reborn, and the triumph of the new reality over the old orthodoxy. It has been described as the voice of a Christian scribe, and we will see that Matthew is a scribal work that represents more than one voice.


  The facts we know about Matthew himself are few; most of them come from Matthew 9. His name was Levi. “Matthew” may very well be a nickname Jesus had given him. It means “gift of God.” There is a good chance that James (not the brother of John) was the brother of Matthew, since they are both described as “sons of Alpheus” (Mk 2:14; 3:18; Lk 6:15). This would mean that half of the twelve disciples were composed of three pairs of brothers.


  That Matthew was a tax collector speaks the most about him as a person. Without question, he would have been banned from the synagogue and looked upon as a traitor by his own people (Lk 18:9-14). Even though this experience might have provided a bridge to his first readers, we will see that the writer of Matthew makes no mention of it. His tax office, in Capernaum, would have been a choice location, because it was on a major road from Damascus and close to the Via Maris, one of the oldest trade routes in the ancient world. As a tax collector, he would have been an efficient record keeper, familiar with keeping track of family genealogies. He would have worked under the authority of Herod Antipas, collecting taxes for Rome.


  It does not compute that his Gospel, the most Jewish of the four Gospels, should have been written by the least Jewish of all Jesus’ disciples. Yet dependable tradition attributes the Gospel to Matthew or at least establishes a vital connection to him.


  When we look at the evidence that comes to us from the church fathers, a light begins to dawn. The earliest word concerning Matthew comes from Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis (A.D. 130), who says that Matthew composed oracles (logia) of Jesus in the Hebrew tongue.1


  The Gospel of Matthew as a collection of sayings of Jesus compiled by a tax collector, that makes sense. This becomes even clearer when we return to the text of Matthew’s Gospel and discover there are five large blocks of Jesus’ sayings, which occasionally seem to reflect an unconnected list of logia. This may very well be Matthew’s fingerprint on the Gospel. I suggest that someone else, whom some scholars describe as a “Christian scribe,” who was a part of Matthew’s community, took those original logia and, using the Gospel of Mark as a template, wrote what we have come to know as the Gospel of Matthew.


  As we work our way through the Gospel again and again, we will see the mind and hear the voice of a scribe at work, sometimes seemingly unaware of connections being made to great teachers like Hillel, who had come before Jesus. As we become mindful of his original audience, sitting in the synagogue, listening to his various lessons from the life of Jesus, the Gospel of Matthew will come to life.


  


  Major Themes


  



  The Crisis in Galilee


  What sets Matthew apart is the focus on a place and a crisis. The place is Galilee, to which Matthew refers some sixteen times. The ministry of Jesus begins and ends in Galilee (Mt 4:12-16; 28:16, 26). That Jesus lives there is a fulfillment of two Old Testament prophecies (Mt 2:23; 4:14). It is the hub of his ministry. He flees there for comfort and perspective when his cousin John is arrested (Mt 4:12). Most of Jesus’ ministry involves canvasing Galilee (Mt 4:23, 25; 17:22). The women who accompany him throughout his ministry and to the cross and the empty tomb are Galilean women (Mt 27:55). His ministry will come to its climax on a hilltop in Galilee (Mt 28:7, 10, 16). Matthew could be described as the Gospel of Galilee.


  The Galilee of Jesus’ day was a land in crisis. Major trade routes intersected there, where two continents join. Though the population was primarily Jewish, the influence of many nations impacted the culture, not always for good. Even Matthew refers to it as “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Mt 4:15).


  Josephus, who had once been governor of Galilee, estimated the population at three million.2 Revolts frequently ignited there (see Acts 5:37). Far from the bucolic collection of villages many of us nurtured in Sunday school, Galilee in Jesus’ day was crowded and frequently the center of conflict between the Romans and the Jews, and among the Jews themselves.


  The people of Galilee, Jesus’ people, were no less conflicted. The statement of Nicodemus regarding Nazareth, a city in Galilee, says it all: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (Jn 1:46). In John 7:41, the crowd echoes, “Surely the Messiah doesn’t come from Galilee, does He?” Their statement reflects the consensus of opinion that a lowly place like Galilee could never produce the Messiah. In response to Nicodemus, the Pharisees mistakenly conclude, “No prophet arises from Galilee” (Jn 7:52; they were in error, since the prophets Jonah and Nahum were both from Galilee).


  The Talmud describes the Galileans as “quarrelsome and ignorant.” One famous rabbi, Yohanan ben Zakkai, later lamented, “O Galilee, Galilee, thou hatest the Torah.”3


  More religious Jews from Judea criticized Galileans for eating meat along with dairy products. The Galileans typically passed through the unclean territory of Samaria on their way to Jerusalem, something a strictly pious Jew would never do (Jn 4:3). Jewish congregations in Judea, south of Galilee, forbid Galileans to recite prayers in their synagogues due to their distinctive accent, the accent that gave Peter away in Caiaphas’s courtyard during Jesus’ trial (Mt 26:73). Only Matthew, the Gospel of Galilee, gives us the detail. Finally, in Judea, Galilean olive oil was considered unclean and could not be used for ritual purposes.


  Galilee was a crowded place with a mixed population with customs often at odds with one another—a people who were contentious and looked down on, a place where poor tenant farmers were commonly abused by wealthy landowners from Judea, a country at war with the Romans and with itself. Into this turmoil of mid-first-century Galilee, Jesus and his movement were born, and the first community of his followers, all Galileans, was set on a collision course with crisis.


  As we enter into that world, we need to unlearn our old picture of the Judaism of Jesus’ day. It was not the monolithic religion we usually imagine but one rife with pluralism. The Gospels clearly portray a variety of divisions within Judaism: Sadducees, Herodians, followers of John the Baptist, scribes, priests, Levites and, of course, the Pharisees. But even these groups were divided internally and often at odds with one another. As the followers of Jesus of Nazareth came together, they were universally considered by both the Jews and the Romans as simply another division, another subset within the matrix of first-century Judaism.


  The growing crisis between the Jews and the Jewish followers of Jesus was experienced by and large within the walls of the synagogue. The problems and persecutions of the Jewish community were experienced equally by the followers of Jesus who were still predominantly Jewish, still attended synagogue and considered themselves part of the community.


  When the insane Emperor Caligula ordered a statue of himself to be erected in the temple in Jerusalem in A.D. 40, the followers of Jesus shared in the outrage. The writ of tolerance Claudius issued to the Jews in A.D. 41 included the Christian community. And when he expelled the Jews from Rome because of riots over someone mistakenly identified by the slave name Chrestus (Christos) in A.D. 52, the Christians were evicted from the city as well (Acts 18:1).4 When the first Jewish war began in A.D. 66, the followers of Jesus fought alongside their compatriots from the synagogue. And when Jerusalem fell in A.D. 70, many Jewish Christians died, though some apparently heeded Jesus’ apocalyptic warning and fled to the city of Pella.5


  After the temple was destroyed, the Romans permitted a diverse group of scribes and Pharisees to settle in the city of Jamnia (Yavneh) near the Mediterranean coast, west of Jerusalem. The temple was gone, burned to the ground, its stones pried apart by soldiers seeking the gold that had lined the walls. The destruction of the temple marked the end of priest, Levite and Sadducee in Israel. The Pharisees were effectively the only major group left standing.


  There the Torah scholars were tasked with remaking and reforming Judaism itself. What does Jewish observance look like now that there is no temple, no sacrifice? Together these scholars reconstructed the essence of the Judaism we know today, based not on sacrifice but on diligent study of the Torah. Here they codified the prayers and practices of synagogue observance, a rich collection of petitions and blessings. Here they began to collect the sayings of the Mishnah—next to the Torah, the most sacred book of Judaism.


  The Talmud, a twenty-volume commentary on the Mishnah, describes how, during that process, a cotton dealer named Simeon arranged eighteen benedictions in the presence of Rabbi Gamaliel II, the grandson of Paul’s famous teacher.6 These prayers, recited two to three times a day, would be known as the Amidah (the Hebrew word for “standing,” since the prayers were recited while standing) or simply as the Shemonah Esreh (Eighteen Benedictions). They would become the centerpieces of Jewish liturgy. It was said that, during the recitation of the eighteen benedictions, the worshiper could erase all worldly matters from the mind.


  As the benedictions were being formulated, Gamaliel asked if someone could word a benediction relating to the minim (heretics). Samuel the Small composed a new benediction that was inserted into the twelfth slot. This “blessing” was in fact a curse. Its insertion into the list of prayers that would become a key to Orthodox observance marked a shift in the relationship between Jews and Jewish Christians that can hardly be underestimated. In the future, suspected heretics would be watched closely as they recited the Amidah. If anyone made an error while reciting benediction twelve, they could be excluded from the synagogue as heretics, since it was believed no one would curse themselves. The blessing that was a curse became a litmus test for exposing the followers of Jesus, a tool used to ban them from the synagogue.7


  
    For the apostates, let there be no hope


    And let the arrogant government [Rome]


    Be speedily uprooted in our days.


    Let the Nazarenes [Christians] and the Minim [heretics]


    Be destroyed in a moment.


    And let them be blotted out of the Book of Life


    And not be inscribed together with the righteous.


    Blessed art thou, O Lord, who humbles the proud.8

  


  The exact date of the compilation of the eighteen benedictions is debated among scholars. Clearly, it occurred sometime after A.D. 70. Its direct relation to Matthew’s Gospel is also a matter of debate. However, regardless of the exact date of its composition, the existence of benediction twelve establishes the tone of the life situation of Matthew’s first listeners. Even if the benedictions were authored after Matthew’s Gospel, it is an indicator of the tension that was growing in the synagogue between the followers of Jesus and the other members of the congregation. Clearly, they are about to be shown the door.


  So, within the preexisting turmoil that was Galilee, another crisis was brewing. Amid the growing conflict between the Romans and the Jews that would result in the destruction of the temple and the rebirth of Judaism as we know it, a small group of Jews was coming together. They had found the Messiah, Jesus of Galilee. To the best of their ability, they carried on with their daily work, Sabbath observance and synagogue attendance (see the disciples observing the hours of prayer in the temple, Acts 3:1; 10:30). The crisis that loomed on the horizon would destroy what fragile identity they had left. They were Christians who did not yet know they were Christians. Matthew’s Gospel is written in the face of this growing crisis. His portrayal of Jesus and his word will provide for this conflicted congregation the one thing they most badly need: identity.


  The Gospel of Identity


  Perhaps the most fundamental human question is, “Who am I?” Our peace rests in finding the answer to this question. The greatest moments of emotional stress and upheaval occur when our self-understanding is challenged or violated, when we don’t know who we are.


  We seek to define ourselves in many ways: where we are from, our ethnicity, our occupation, our religion, even our gender. I am from Tennessee, a white male, songwriter, Protestant. But none of these labels taken alone or as a whole answer the basic question of who I am. What inevitably must happen, if I hope to be able to answer the ultimate question, is that all these incomplete identities must be stripped away in what is most often a painful process. Only after we arrive at the end of our incomplete and false identities are we ready to receive the final and conclusive answer to the question of who we really are. The first listeners to the Gospel of Matthew were on the brink of that experience.


  The crisis in Galilee will strip those first followers of Jesus of their identity. Many of them will lose their jobs. They will be betrayed by their families. Their fundamental Jewish identities will be stripped away. Eventually they will be banned from the synagogue, which means being excluded from Jewish life altogether (see Jn 9:22; 12:42). The organizing principle of identity pulls together all the unique threads of the life situation of the first recipients of the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of identity.


  To those who were being stripped of their identity as children of Israel, Matthew’s Gospel speaks repeatedly of the kingdom of God. More than any other Gospel, it portrays the kingship of Jesus and the radical uniqueness of his kingdom. Only in Matthew do we hear Jesus tell his followers that they are the light of the world and the salt of the earth (Mt 5:13-14; see Jn 8:12).


  Jesus will redefine his followers, whose identities were rooted in the occupation of fishing, as fishers of people (Mt 4:19). The Beatitudes of Matthew 5 will forever redefine the identities of the followers of Jesus; they are the poor, mourning, gentle, hungry, merciful peacemaking ones who, above all, are persecuted. According to this radical new identity, they will possess the new kingdom of which Jesus is the king. The unclean leper, the bleeding woman, the blind and the lame will all discover a new healed identity in Jesus. The Twelve will be redefined as “apostles” when they are sent out on mission, bearing Jesus’ authority.


  But most of all, it is Jesus’ identity that is revealed in the Gospel of Matthew. He is the king who is worshiped by the “king-making” magi in Matthew 2. He is the one who identifies with sinners in need of a baptism of repentance in chapter 3. He is the one who finds his identity with the Father in the face of the temptation in the wilderness in chapter 4. He is the Lord of the Sabbath and God’s chosen servant in chapter 12. He is the new Moses, providing manna in the wilderness in chapters 14 and 15. He is defined by his friend Peter as the Christ in chapter 16. His true, luminous identity is unveiled before the Three on the Mount of Transfiguration in chapter 17. He is the returning Son of Man in chapter 24. He is the wine and bread of chapter 26. He is the suffering servant on the cross in chapter 27. And finally, in chapter 28, He is the Risen One.


  Matthew’s Gospel is about identity, about discarding the old, incomplete identities that enslave us and receiving a radical new identity. It is not your Jewish or rabbinic self, or your tax-collecting self. You are not defined by the old orthodoxy, but by the new reality. All of the old, false, incomplete identities must go and be swallowed up in a new organizing principle. It is about surrendering whatever citizenship you define your identity by and becoming a citizen of the new kingdom, whose king is Jesus.


  Matthew is primarily about the identity of Jesus and the often-painful process of subsuming our identities in his (see Gal 3:28). As we come to the Gospel of Matthew with that most fundamental question, “Who am I?” the writer responds by telling us who Jesus is. The entire Gospel might be summed up in the plea “Jesus, tell me who you are, so I can know who I am.” In this light the question “Who am I?” is transformed into the penultimate question as it becomes servant to the ultimate question, “Who is Jesus?”
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  Matthew 1


  



  THE MESSIAH’S PEDIGREE


  1:1-17 The genealogy of Jesus.


  A DREAM COME TRUE


  1:18-25 The nativity.


  


  The Messiah’s Pedigree


  1The historical record of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham:


  2Abraham fathered Isaac,


  Isaac fathered Jacob,


  Jacob fathered Judah and his brothers,


  3Judah fathered Perez and Zerah by Tamar,


  Perez fathered Hezron,


  Hezron fathered Aram,


  4Aram fathered Amminadab,


  Amminadab fathered Nahshon,


  Nahshon fathered Salmon,


  5Salmon fathered Boaz by Rahab,


  Boaz fathered Obed by Ruth,


  Obed fathered Jesse,


  6and Jesse fathered King David.


  Then David fathered Solomon by Uriah’s wife,


  7Solomon fathered Rehoboam,


  Rehoboam fathered Abijah,


  Abijah fathered Asa,


  8Asa fathered Jehoshaphat,


  Jehoshaphat fathered Joram,


  Joram fathered Uzziah,


  9Uzziah fathered Jotham,


  Jotham fathered Ahaz,


  Ahaz fathered Hezekiah,


  10Hezekiah fathered Manasseh,


  Manasseh fathered Amon,


  Amon fathered Josiah,


  11and Josiah fathered Jechoniah and his brothers


  at the time of the exile to Babylon.


  12Then after the exile to Babylon


  Jechoniah fathered Shealtiel,


  Shealtiel fathered Zerubbabel,


  13Zerubbabel fathered Abiud,


  Abiud fathered Eliakim,


  Eliakim fathered Azor,


  14Azor fathered Zadok,


  Zadok fathered Achim,


  Achim fathered Eliud,


  15Eliud fathered Eleazar,


  Eleazar fathered Matthan,


  Matthan fathered Jacob,


  16and Jacob fathered Joseph the husband of Mary,


  who gave birth to Jesus who is called the Messiah.


  17So all the generations from Abraham to David were 14 generations; and from David until the exile to Babylon, 14 generations; and from the exile to Babylon until the Messiah, 14 generations.


  The “book of the origin of Jesus Christ” is a more literal translation of the opening phrase of the Gospel of Matthew. The phrase contains a precise echo of Genesis, the original book of origins. In fact, the ancient Greek translation of Genesis 2:4 contains those exact words, only in reference to the “book of the origins” of the heavens and the earth.


  Unlike Luke, who tucks his genealogy in chapter 3 of his Gospel, after the baptism of Jesus, the author of Matthew opens his book with the genealogy, a record of the pedigree of Jesus. To the first hearers of the Gospel, it would have been both reassuring and alarming.


  Genealogies were nothing new. The Old Testament is filled with them (Gen 5:1-32; 10:1-32; 11:10-32; 25:12-18; 36:1-43; 46:8-27; Ex 6:14-25; 1 Chron 1–9). The first hearers of Matthew would have nodded, name by name, when the list of Jesus’ descendants were read to them in the synagogue. Many of the names would have been familiar, since much of the list contains a roll call of famous men: Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the founding fathers of the Jewish people; David, the great king; his wise son, Solomon; Uzziah, the great reformer; and even Coniah, the king who was cursed (Jer 22:24-30).


  Four of those named in the genealogy would have caused a momentary distraction, not simply because there are references to women, who were normally not listed in genealogical records, but primarily because of who these women were. Tamar (Mt 1:3) deceived her father-in-law, Judah, who, thinking she was a prostitute, slept with her (Gen 38:11-18). Rahab (Mt 1:5), though she helped Joshua’s spies in Jericho, actually was a prostitute (Josh 2:1-24). Ruth (Mt 1:5) was the Moabite who married the kind and elderly Boaz. And though she is only referred to in the genealogy as “Uriah’s wife” (Mt 1:6), Bathsheba was the beautiful Hittite whom David seduced.


  Often the commentaries try to make the case that these four women were somehow infamous and their presence in the pedigree of Jesus demonstrates his association with sinners. But certainly Ruth is presented as a paradigm in the Old Testament book named for her, and Rahab helped the Israelite spies. Though Tamar tricked Judah, he was the person who approached her and instigated their illicit affair. And was it not Bathsheba who was victimized by David?


  More to the point, what these four women have in common is their non-Jewish descent and the fact that they all married Jewish men. The presence of these women, the only female names that appear in the list, hints at a theme that will appear throughout this Gospel. Though Matthew is the most Jewish of the Gospels, the writer is still aware that there is a place for the Gentiles in the future God has planned for his people. They have a part in the future because, according to the genealogy, they had a part in the past.


  The genealogy has been shaped by the author. He has been selective in listing Jesus’ ancestors in three specific groups of fourteen generations (Mt 1:17). The first group begins with Abraham, whose son Isaac he was willing to sacrifice. The second group begins with David, the great king whose throne and name are connected with Jesus, the “Son of David” (Mt 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30; 21:9, 15). The final group is not connected to a person, but to an event: the Babylonian exile. What was done in the exile will ultimately be undone in Jesus. He will establish a new kingdom, fulfilling a promise made to David of an eternal throne (1 Kings 2:45; 9:5; Is 9:7; see also Lk 1:32-33). Abraham was promised innumerable descendants, David an eternal throne. Jesus will perfectly fulfill these promises within Matthew’s major theme of the kingdom.


  A Dream Come True


  18The birth of Jesus Christ came about this way: After His mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, it was discovered before they came together that she was pregnant by the Holy Spirit. 19So her husband Joseph, being a right­eous man, and not wanting to disgrace her publicly, decided to divorce her secretly.


  20But after he had considered these things, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because what has been conceived in her is by the Holy Spirit. 21She will give birth to a son, and you are to name Him Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins.”


  22Now all this took place to fulfill what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet:


  23See, the virgin will become pregnant and give birth to a son,and they will name Him Immanuel,


  which is translated “God is with us.”


  24When Joseph got up from sleeping, he did as the Lord’s angel had commanded him. He married her 25but did not know her intimately until she gave birth to a son. And he named Him Jesus.


  The birth of Jesus comes to us from Joseph’s point of view. Mary does not open her mouth. In fact, she appears only in verse 11, and this is a fleeting appearance. (Luke gives us the story from Mary’s point of view.) We are told the couple was engaged to be married. In Judaism, an engagement was binding and required a divorce (get) to break. The violation of an engagement was literally a matter of life and death (Deut 22:23-29).


  The Gospels tell us virtually nothing about Joseph. We know that he was a builder (Mt 13:55). He was a descendent of David (Lk 2:4). Though Joseph is present in Luke 2:41-52, when the twelve-year-old Jesus is lost and found in the temple, he does not utter a word. He is as silent in Luke as Mary is in Matthew. The vast majority of what we see of and know about Joseph we learn from the Gospel of Matthew.


  Like his Old Testament namesake, Joseph was a dreamer (see Gen 37:5; 40:8-16; 41:15-17, 25). In Luke’s Gospel, Mary is communicated to by means of direct angelic messengers. Somehow Joseph was the sort of person who could more easily believe a dream than a real-life encounter with an angel.9 In Matthew 1:20-21, the angel of the Lord, referring to Joseph as “son of David,” communicates the impossible to him. His virgin fiancée is pregnant through the Holy Spirit. The baby’s name will be Jesus (Yesua). The angel provides an etymology of the name: “He will save His people from their sins.” Yesua literally means “Yahweh saves.”


  In Matthew 1:22 we have the first example of what is referred to as a “fulfillment formula” in Matthew’s Gospel. Again and again, the author of Matthew will return to the Old Testament to show how the coming of Jesus of Nazareth has perfectly fulfilled something that was spoken long ago in the Old Testament Scriptures.


  When Joseph awakes, he immediately obeys the angelic message. There is no hint of internal emotional struggle on his part. He takes Mary to his home but denies himself the privileges of a husband by not having union with her until Jesus is born. The actual birth takes place offstage in the Gospel. The next time we see Jesus, he is a toddler living in a house.


  We know so little of Joseph, yet as the Scripture always does, we are told everything we need to know about him. The most important information comes to us from Matthew 1:19. Joseph is described as a “righteous” (dikaios) man. He does not want to publicly humiliate Mary. And so he decides to divorce her quietly. (The word translated “divorce” can also mean “dismissed.”) The point is, before the angel came to Joseph in the dream and explained the true cause of Mary’s pregnancy, Joseph had already decided not to harm her, not to take full advantage of his legal rights. In fact, it seems Joseph was willing to take upon himself the guilt that he thought was Mary’s guilt. This is all we know about the heart of Joseph. But it is all we need to know.


  Joseph would have been the first character in the Gospel with whom its first hearers in Matthew’s community would resonate. His predicament is a parable of theirs. Like them, he faces a difficult decision: to maintain the status quo of the old orthodoxy or to follow a new and wonderful dream from God at an enormous personal cost. Joseph, the namesake of a dreamer, clearly follows the dream. Though his life is made vastly more difficult as a result, on every hand he is protected by God. Matthew’s first hearers have reason to embrace the same hope.
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  Matthew 2


  



  THE WORLD’S WISDOM BOWS DOWN


  2:1-12 The magi.


  THE ESCAPE


  2:13-23 The flight to Egypt.


  


  


  The World’s Wisdom Bows Down


  1After Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of King Herod, wise men from the east arrived unexpectedly in Jerusalem, 2saying, “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and have come to worship Him.”


  3When King Herod heard this, he was deeply disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4So he assembled all the chief priests and scribes of the people and asked them where the Messiah would be born.


  5“In Bethlehem of Judea,” they told him, “because this is what was written by the prophet:


  6And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,


  are by no means least among the leaders of Judah:


  because out of you will come a leader


  who will shepherd My people Israel.”


  7Then Herod secretly summoned the wise men and asked them the exact time the star appeared. 8He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the child. When you find Him, report back to me so that I too can go and worship Him.”


  9After hearing the king, they went on their way. And there it was—the star they had seen in the east! It led them until it came and stopped above the place where the child was. 10When they saw the star, they were overjoyed beyond measure. 11Entering the house, they saw the child with Mary His mother, and falling to their knees, they worshiped Him. Then they opened their treasures and presented Him with gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12And being warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their own country by another route.


  An ancient superstition was current


  in the East, that out of Judea at this time


  would come one of the rulers of the world.10


  Suetonius


  It has been roughly two and a half years since the close of Matthew 1. After that chapter of the story of Jesus, recorded for us in Luke 2, the author of Matthew takes up the thread of Jesus’ life.


  It is roughly the last year of Herod the Great’s tumultuous reign. He is sickly, dying of gonorrhea and possibly also cancer. He has spent his entire reign protecting his precarious throne. His appointment first came in 40 B.C. through his patron Mark Antony. He weathered the split between Antony and Augustus and was able to deftly change sides and preserve his power. In time he would build temples and name cities for Caesar, further cementing his title as rex socius (a client king).


  In the latter years of his reign, their relationship will begin to break down. At one point Augustus said of Herod, “It is better to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son,” owing to the fact that Herod had killed so many of his own but maintained the appearance of keeping kosher.11 He barely survived a plot by none other than Queen Cleopatra of Egypt to seduce and blackmail him. He executed his beloved wife, Mariamne, and her mother, Alexandra, as well as his three older sons. As he lay dying in Jericho in 4 B.C., he ordered a number of well-loved Jewish leaders to be held in the hippodrome in Jericho to be executed upon his death so that there would be “mourning in Israel.” His tomb in the Herodium has only recently been discovered by archaeologists.


  That the magi come from the East would have been interpreted as a particular threat. Herod had built several fortresses along his eastern borders in anticipation of a threat coming from Persia. Masada is the best known and most imposing of these forts. He also constructed the fortresses known as the Herodium and Machaerus, where John would later be beheaded by Herod’s son, Antipas.


  Herod had degenerated into a sickly, spent force. Driven mad by decades of stress, not to mention the long-term neurological effects of gonorrhea, he was pathologically paranoid. With this as background, we can begin to imagine the impact the magi’s message would have had on the fragile king. The greatest threat he could imagine had reared its head once more, only this was a very real threat, not an imagined one.


  The bearers of the message of the newborn king represented an even greater threat to Herod. The magi were an elite political and spiritual force that had exercised authority since before the time of Daniel, who was appointed as one of their number (Dan 2:48; 5:11). They were the interpreters of dreams (Dan 2:2; 4:7) and possessors of secret knowledge of the planets and the stars (see Esther 1:13). Owing to the presence of the exiled Jewish community in Babylon during the captivity, the Jewish Scriptures had become part of the magi’s vast accumulation of knowledge. Though the passage is not quoted, the most likely reason for their journey was the prophecy of the wicked prophet Balaam in Numbers 24:17:


  I see him, but not now;


  I perceive him, but not near.


  A star will come from Jacob,


  and a scepter will arise from Israel.


  The magi appear from the East, presumably with their entourage of Persian cavalry announcing they have come to “worship” the newborn king of the Jews. The word describing Herod’s response can also be translated “terrified,” “troubled” or even “intimidated.” From what we know of Herod the Great, he most likely experienced this entire range of emotions.
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