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    PREFACE


    

      THIS VOLUME REPRESENTS THE FRUIT of nearly forty years of research and teaching on the Gospel of Matthew. I can testify that every day I have spent with this remarkable Gospel has been a joy. In the preparation of this book I have once again been impressed with the richness, complexity, and interpretive challenges that Matthew’s Gospel offers.


      But these considerations do not in themselves justify the appearance of this, yet another, book on the Gospel of Matthew. Such justification requires an explanation of the ways in which this volume differs from most other studies on Matthew’s Gospel. Here I mention three particulars. First, with regard to the matters treated and the organization of their treatment, this book seeks to be holistic and integrative. It gives attention to the Gospel’s setting, centers on its interpretation, and culminates in its theology. Accordingly, the book contains three sections, orientation, interpretation, and (theological) reflection; and each section (with the obvious exception of the first) builds upon that which precedes. These sections reflect the threefold character of Matthew’s Gospel: historical, literary, and theological. These three aspects intersect; and thus even though each is targeted in the section that pertains specifically to it, in the final analysis they cannot be treated in complete isolation. It is my conviction that a holistic understanding of the Gospel requires attention to all three of these components.


      Second, with regard to methodology, this volume espouses an inductive approach, which means essentially that we allow the character of the Gospel of Matthew itself to determine how we go about reading and understanding it. In recent years biblical scholarship has often adopted hermeneutical programs that give priority to the reader. According to these programs, the interests or decisions of readers define the proper approach to the study of books. This contemporary predilection is an understandable reaction against the earlier, long-standing neglect of the role of the reader in the interpretive process. And, in addition, it marks a realistic acknowledgment of the significance of the context and experiences of the interpreter and interpretive communities.


      Yet the most fundamental reality of the phenomenon of reading is the sense of a transpersonal, and even transcommunity, presence, viz., the reality of a text that is separate from ourselves (or our group), in which we encounter a voice that is not collapsible into our own. This profound sense of the other, of a separate reality that confronts us from outside of ourselves, representing a distinctive point of view, spoken into a particular historical moment that (in the case of the Gospel of Matthew) we no longer share, invites us to approach this Gospel according to its own set of expectations. The very presence of this Gospel before us, with its own agglomeration of characteristics, demands that we reflect on the specific ways in which the Gospel itself determines the most appropriate process for its study.


      This kind of methodological reflection has not always been obvious in Matthean scholarship. Scholars have often simply assumed that an understanding of the Gospel is reducible to the identification of literary sources and an analysis of the evangelist’s adaptation of these sources, or to a reconstruction of the social and religious setting of the Gospel. Attention to these matters is critical, in that they address certain broad realities that pertain to Matthew’s Gospel. But for the study of the Gospel of Matthew as such their role is subordinate to a concentration on the Gospel itself as it has actually come to us. We must constantly keep in mind the necessarily tentative character of any reconstruction of realities that lie behind the text. And we must remember, too, that an understanding of the Gospel itself is not coterminous with conclusions regarding matters of historical background. Accordingly, I have adopted a text-centered, yet not text-exclusive, methodological program; and I have attempted to argue for the validity of the method herein adopted. Consequently, I focus upon the Gospel of Matthew itself within its historical setting, attentive to its ultimately theological purpose.


      The third way in which this present volume is at least somewhat distinct has to do with the range of audience. Although I have written with university and seminary students primarily in mind, I have hope that the book will prove helpful to informed pastors and even certain laypersons, on one side, and, on the other side, that it will contribute to current scholarship on Matthew’s Gospel.


      I have written this book with a recognition that any biblical interpreter must acknowledge his or her limitations and thus remain open to new insights and correction from others. I have no illusions of infallibility. My desire is that each reader will fairly consider what I have written and assess it critically in light of the data in and surrounding the Gospel of Matthew. And my hope is that this book will make at least a modest contribution as it joins the ongoing conversation in the church and the academy about the character and especially the message of the Gospel of Matthew. For it is out of such a conversation that real progress in understanding will come.
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      ALONG WITH PAUL’S EPISTLE TO THE ROMANS, the Gospel of Matthew is the most significant Christian writing in existence. The Gospels stand at the center of the New Testament canon, functioning as “foundation documents” that present the story and teaching of Jesus and thus form the presupposition for the apostolic ministry (Acts) and the apostolic teaching (the epistles and the Revelation) that constitute the remainder of the New Testament.1 And among the Gospels Matthew has exercised the greatest influence.


      It is typical for books dealing with the Gospel of Matthew to begin by making the claim that, at least for the first eighteen centuries, the Gospel of Matthew has exercised a privileged position as “the church’s Gospel.”2 In his examination of the use of the Gospel of Matthew in the earliest church, Edouard Massaux has demonstrated that when the Fathers quoted or otherwise cited the Gospel tradition it was usually the Gospel of Matthew to which they turned.3 Martin Hengel insists that of all the Gospels “only the Gospel of Matthew enjoyed a high reputation almost everywhere very soon after it was introduced.”4 Even in our contemporary church experience it is the Matthean version of the beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer with which Christians are most familiar. Ernst von Dobschütz puts the matter succinctly: “This Gospel more than any has determined people’s ideas and . . . it has been normative for both the outline of the life of Jesus and the individual form of the Lord’s deeds and words.”5


      The reasons for the dominance of the Gospel of Matthew are ready at hand. For one thing, before the scholarly consensus that formed in the middle of the nineteenth century around the priority of Mark’s Gospel, almost everyone assumed that the Gospel of Matthew was the first Gospel to be produced and that it was written by the apostle who bore that name. It was believed, therefore, to be the only synoptic Gospel that came directly from the hand of an apostle, and thus from someone who had experienced the ministry of Jesus; Mark and Luke were thought to bear only indirect apostolic testimony, derived from Peter in the case of Mark and from Paul in the case of Luke.6 The emergence of the hypothesis of Markan priority may have dislodged the Gospel of Matthew from its perch in scholarly circles, at least for a time, but that has not undermined its exalted position in the church at large because of additional bases of its influence.7


      One of these additional bases of the Gospel of Matthew’s significance is the canonical ordering. Since the second century it has been customary to place the Gospel of Matthew first among the Gospels.8 This practice no doubt reflects the assumption of its apostolic authorship, but it was also natural since the Gospel of Matthew, more than any of the others, makes connection with the Old Testament, and indeed begins with the genealogy of Jesus which Matthew traces back to Abraham through David (1:1-17).9 The Gospel of Matthew thus serves as a kind of pivot for the Christian biblical canon, functioning as a bridge between the testaments.


      A further basis for the popularity of the Gospel of Matthew in the church is its orderly character. In terms of the narrative, Matthew, like Luke but unlike Mark, includes an account of Jesus’ birth and infancy. Hence, readers experience a sense of wholeness in the presentation of Jesus which is in some measure absent in Mark. And although Matthew’s narrative lacks the chronological smoothness that we expect from modern biographies, readers of the Gospel of Matthew sense a developmental flow from event to event that distinguishes it from Luke’s relatively choppy or more “episodic” feel. In terms of discourse or teaching material, Matthew generally groups the teaching of Jesus into extended passages or blocks of discourse that deal with common topics,10 over against the tendency in Mark and especially Luke to sprinkle small bits of Jesus’ teaching throughout the narrative. The church has thus found the Gospel of Matthew more useful for liturgy and for catechesis than the other Gospels.11


      These observations pertaining to the supreme importance of the Gospel of Matthew, especially within the church, lead naturally to considerations regarding the most effective way to engage the Gospel of Matthew, that is, the method to be pursued in grasping the message of this most influential book. The primary conviction of the present volume is that hermeneutical method, that is, the specific strategy for reading and interpreting material, must correspond to the character of that which is being studied.12 In other words, the very nature of the Gospel of Matthew should provide us with the framework or mode for its study. It is my contention that, in terms of form, the Gospel of Matthew is literary; in terms of content, it is theological; and in terms of context, it is historical. Therefore, the focus of our study ought properly to be literary, theological, and historical.


      These convictions regarding the character of the Gospel of Matthew will also determine the contours and the substance of the present volume. This volume falls into three main sections: orientation, interpretation, and reflection.


      Part one (“Orientation”) will provide a framework for readers to study and understand the Gospel of Matthew, providing also background to the interpretation and (indirectly) reflection sections. This first section contains four chapters. Chapter one (“Form and Genre”) will explore the importance of identifying a genre for the reading of any book, and particularly for an understanding of the Gospel of Matthew. It will examine the major possibilities for the form and genre of Matthew, including a brief history of the various ways the Gospel of Matthew’s genre has been understood, the difference these generic determinations make in the reading and understanding of the Gospel of Matthew, and the best option for the identification of the genre of this Gospel on the basis of an examination of the text itself.


      The issue of the genre of the Gospel of Matthew leads naturally into an examination of the most appropriate way to approach the reading and interpretation of the Gospel of Matthew, that is, method. Chapter two (“Approach and Method”) will present the major methodological approaches that have been employed, noting the advantages and disadvantages/limitations of each. I will contend that a holistic inductive approach that incorporates certain perspectives and insights from the various specific methods with a view toward a literary/theological reading of the Gospel is the most effective way to proceed.


      Chapter three (“Circumstances of Composition”) will discuss various issues involved in the construction of the Gospel of Matthew. I will examine the sources that Matthew employed in compiling his Gospel, the authorship of the Gospel of Matthew, the intended audience, the date of composition, and the place of composition.


      Chapter four (“Shape of Composition”) will explore the literary structure of the Gospel of Matthew, evaluating proposals for the Gospel’s structure in terms of alignment with the text of the Gospel of Matthew. I will argue for an understanding of literary structure that focuses on the final form of the text and recognizes that this book is primarily a story about Jesus. And I will present a proposal for the plan of the Gospel of Matthew that best accounts for all the data within the text. Moreover, I will argue that structure involves more than plan (or linear development) but also “organizational systems” (e.g., contrast, comparison, climax) that are employed by the author to relate major elements within the text to each other and thereby to build meaning.


      Part two (“Interpretation”) will lead the reader through the text of the Gospel of Matthew, on the basis of the literary structure of the Gospel of Matthew in the large as well as the structure of divisions, sections, and segments within it. It will not involve a verse-by-verse commentary but rather will discuss the structure and meaning of larger blocks of the Gospel of Matthew, and within these larger blocks it will discuss the meaning of particular segments. The interpretation will emphasize the meaning of passages within their literary context(s) and employ additional exegetical considerations as appropriate to the interpretive demands the text itself places on the reader—for instance, syntax, lexical background, historical background, and canonical intertextuality. Certain individual passages or motifs will receive more detailed examination, as appropriate to understanding the most significant theological aspects of the Gospel of Matthew. This section includes chapters five through seven, which broadly reflect the linear division of the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 1:1–4:16; 4:17–16:20; 16:21–28:20).


      Part three (“Reflection”) will synthesize and develop some of the major theological issues emerging from the interpretation section. Chapters eight and nine will treat the person and work of Jesus Christ (Christology). Here I will argue that the Gospel of Matthew is profoundly Christocentric and therefore every other theological issue or claim stems from and is an expression of its Christology. These chapters will treat the major christological categories (e.g., Son of Man, Son of David, Son of God) but also move beyond christological titles to explore the ways the Gospel of Matthew builds an understanding of Jesus that transcends the narrow confines of titles.


      Chapter ten (“God”) will note that while Jesus is the primary concern of the content of the Gospel of Matthew, God is the ultimate reality in the world of the Gospel of Matthew. We will see that, in terms of theological structure, Jesus is subordinate to God (the Father) and that he and his actions or work are to be understood, assessed, and evaluated in terms of God. Therefore, a rather specific and definite understanding of God in the Gospel of Matthew emerges.


      In chapter eleven (“Salvation History and Eschatology”) we will see that Matthew’s understanding of salvation history and eschatology are inextricably related. Here I will discuss such key issues as fulfillment, the kingdom of heaven/God, and the consummation.


      Finally, chapter twelve (“Discipleship”) will acknowledge that while the central concern of the content of the Gospel of Matthew is Jesus Messiah, arguably the purpose of the Gospel of Matthew involves discipleship. Here I will explore Matthean discipleship both in terms of the expectations for discipleship that we find in the Gospel of Matthew but also in terms of the way in which the presentation of Jesus himself and of the disciples illumines Matthew’s theology of discipleship. Within this chapter I will discuss also Matthean ecclesiology and mission.


      Throughout the volume all biblical quotations represent my own translation, unless I specifically identify an English version.


    


  









  


  PART ONE


  ORIENTATION


  Any final interpretation of the Gospel of Matthew necessarily assumes certain positions on such matters as the genre of the book, the most appropriate way in which to approach the study of the book, and the historical setting of the author and intended readers. For this reason, our examination of the Gospel will begin with a discussion of these matters.








1

FORM AND GENRE
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COMMUNICATION IS IMPOSSIBLE WITHOUT GENRE. Every piece of writing employs a literary form, or genre.1 In short, genre is a repeated and therefore familiar combination of material content and the arrangement of that content. Or as James Bailey puts it: “Genres are the conventional and repeatable patterns of oral and written speech, which facilitate interaction among people in specific social situations.”2 In each culture or subculture certain genres are recognizable and their characteristics are known. A genre represents a kind of agreement between writers and readers.

Thus a genre is actually an implicit code by which the writer directs the audience to adopt reading strategies that are appropriate to that genre and discourages those reading strategies that may be proper to other genres but unsuitable to the one being employed. Persons living in a certain culture are naturally familiar with the genres available and under most circumstances will almost subconsciously recognize a genre and read according to its implicit set of expectations. But it is possible that readers who confront literature produced in another culture, with its own pool of genres, will misidentify the genre and read that literary product in ways that contradict its generic intentions. This consideration points to the importance of our identifying the genre of the Gospel of Matthew and utilizing insights from that generic determination to interpret it.


THE GENRE OF THE GOSPELS


The similarity of content and arrangement among the four canonical Gospels suggests that they share a common genre, and such has been the general consensus throughout the past two hundred years.3 But this period has also witnessed disagreement regarding precisely what that genre is. We may identify three stages in the scholarly debate on this question.4

As for the first stage, scholarly attention to the issue of the Gospels’ genre began in the nineteenth century. That century saw the emergence of the modern biography, and it was natural that nineteenth-century readers, including scholars, would construe the Gospels according to this popular literary form. Scholars often produced their own biographies or lives of Jesus and treated the Gospels as earlier manifestations of that same genre; indeed, scholars mined the Gospels for their own nineteenth-century reconstructions. But even scholars who did not produce their own biographies of Jesus approached the Gospels along the lines established by modern biographies. The forging of such a connection between the Gospels and the modern biographical movement was to be expected since the Gospels focus on the person of Jesus and present an account of his deeds and teachings. Some of these scholars, notably Ernst Renan and Clyde Weber Votaw, attempted to compare the Gospels with works of ancient biography roughly contemporary to our Gospels; yet even in these cases a tendency existed to assume more continuity between ancient biographical works and modern biography than was warranted.5

But scholars increasingly realized that serious differences existed between modern biographies and the Gospels. For example, modern biographies typically present the life of the subject by reporting all the significant events of that subject’s life in strict chronological sequence, while the Gospels pass over whole periods of Jesus’ life. Indeed, Mark and John tell us nothing of Jesus’ birth and early life but rather begin with Jesus’ adulthood, and Matthew and Luke skip over the period from Jesus’ infancy to his adulthood with the exception of only one vignette offered by Luke (Lk 2:41-51). And the evangelists typically chart the events of Jesus’ life in a chronologically loose way, usually with only vague connectives,6 thus often making it difficult for those who are accustomed to the explicit development of a subject’s life in modern biographies to note the precise relationship of individual events to one another within the Gospels.7

In addition, modern biographies are characterized by careful attention to the psychological, social, and moral development of the subject, and the factors that contributed to such development. But these considerations are conspicuously absent in our Gospels. We learn little of the influences that contributed to Jesus’ character. In fact, the Gospels contain no reference to any sort of personal, moral, or spiritual development in Jesus.8

Finally, modern biographers tend to limit attention to empirically verifiable phenomena, that is, to those things that can be observed on the human-historical plane, while our Gospels embrace the perspective that the ultimate actor in history, including and especially the history of Jesus, is God. Correspondingly, our Gospels are written from a strong theological perspective. In other words, according to the Gospels, transcendent theological realities are ultimately determinative for understanding the life of Jesus; and in the Gospels the story of Jesus is shaped by these theological interests. For the most part, then, nineteenth-century scholarship filtered out these transcendent and theological elements in their reading of the Gospels, or at least in their reconstruction of the life of Jesus from their examination of the Gospels.9

This understanding of the Gospels in terms of biography as historical reportage thus eventually proved untenable,10 and at the beginning of the twentieth century a significant reconsideration of the genre of the Gospels occurred. This shift marks the second stage of scholarly work on the Gospels’ genre. The differences between the Gospels and modern biographies or ancient biographies construed more or less along the lines of modern biographies led scholars to abandon the notion that the Gospels shared the genre of biography. Rather, they viewed the Gospels either as folk literature that emerged from an oral, storytelling tradition and thus lacked the literary sophistication that made any genre identification useful,11 or as constituting a unique genre (sui generis). The notion that the Gospels represent a unique genre that emerged as an outgrowth of the earliest Christian preaching, or kerygma, and thus were not formally comparable to any other writing, became the increasingly dominant position.12

This view of the Gospels as sui generis held sway until approximately 1980 when the third stage of scholarly investigation into the Gospels’ genre took hold with a series of books that argued, in different ways and with varying degrees of success, that the Gospels belong to the genre of ancient biography. In contrast to the nineteenth-century advocates of the biographical genre, the authors of these more recent works attended seriously to the differences between modern and ancient biography. Moses Hadas and Morton Smith argued that the Gospels are aretalogies, a subcategory of ancient biography which described the miraculous deeds of a hero or a god in such a way as to urge readers to emulate him and follow his teachings.13 Philip Shuler insisted that the Gospels, and in particular the Gospel of Matthew, are an example of “laudatory biography,” or encomium, which was produced to heap praise on the subject.14 Unfortunately, these scholars were unable to identify compelling examples in the ancient world of such specific genres. More significant was Charles Talbert’s 1977 volume What Is a Gospel? The Genre of the Canonical Gospels, in which he argued that our Gospels represent various versions of ancient biography.15 Yet in the judgment of many all three of these works lacked an adequate theory of genre and made claims regarding ancient biographical writings that failed to bear up under scrutiny.

This critique was made especially by Richard A. Burridge, who sought to address these shortcomings in his monumental study, What Are the Gospels? A Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography. On the basis of a sophisticated theory of genre and a careful comparison of ancient biographies to the Gospels, he argued that the Gospels belong to the genre of ancient biography in general and cannot be identified with any more specific subcategory of biography.16 According to Burridge, the Gospels share by far the majority of the characteristics found in ancient biographies, or βίοι. This broad, though not absolute, correspondence is sufficient to establish the Gospels as biographies, since genre classification allows for some flexibility and does not demand absolute conformity at each point; we cannot expect any one ancient biography to exhibit all the standard characteristics of the genre. Indeed, the Gospels diverge no more from the several standard characteristics of ancient biographies than do a number of ancient documents which were clearly and explicitly considered βίοι. This book is probably the most significant treatment ever produced on the topic of the Gospels’ genre. Since its publication a scholarly consensus has formed that the Gospels belong to the genre of ancient biography.17




THE GENRE OF MATTHEW


In the volume just described Burridge identified eighteen characteristics of ancient biography and insisted that our Gospels share by far the majority of these characteristics, which are more than enough to establish a “family resemblance.”18 We turn now to the Gospel of Matthew and note the specific ways it reflects the generic characteristics of ancient biography.

Title. Ancient biographies usually included a title which identified the genre (βίοι) and the name of the writer, typically in the genitive. Such a title is lacking in the Gospel of Matthew. The title “The Gospel According to Matthew” (εὐαγγέλιον κατά Μαθθαῖον), along with the comparable titles of the other three Gospels, was added later, probably around AD 100.19 Moreover, in these titles the name does not appear in the genitive but in the accusative within a prepositional phrase, thus “according to Matthew” (κατά Μαθθαῖον). Here then we have a distinction between the Gospel of Matthew and that which we usually find in ancient biographies.

Opening formula/prologue/preface. Ancient biographies often begin with a preface or prologue, or at least mention the name of the subject at the very beginning of the book. Although Luke’s Gospel contains a prologue (Lk 1:1-4) it is not clear that such is the case with the Gospel of Matthew. The genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1:1-17 may serve as a prologue,20 but as we will see below in our discussion of the structure of the Gospel of Matthew it is more likely that the genealogy belongs to the whole of Matthew 1:1–4:16 as a structural unity. Yet Matthew mentions Jesus explicitly at the very beginning of his Gospel (Mt 1:1).

Subject of the verbs. In ancient biographies the person who is the subject of the biography is usually also the grammatical subject of a proportionately larger number of verbs than anyone else mentioned in the book. The Gospel of Matthew qualifies according to this criterion, since Jesus is the subject of 17.2 percent of the verbs, versus the disciples who are the subject of 8.8 percent and the religious leaders who are the subject of 4.4 percent of the verbs.21

Allocation of space. Ancient biographies may give a disproportionate amount of space to certain periods in the subject’s life, especially to the death (and events consequent to the death) of the subject. According to this criterion, the fact that Matthew passes over the many years between Jesus’ infancy and his baptism (Mt 3:1) while devoting approximately 40 percent of the total narrative to the last several weeks of Jesus’ ministry through his death and resurrection is entirely within the realm of expectation for ancient biographies.22

Mode of presentation. Ancient biographies are written in prose narrative, yet often with the inclusion of other forms at points. Clearly the Gospel of Matthew is prose narrative, presenting a continuous story from beginning to end, while repeatedly introducing blocks of teaching. All of this is clearly in line with the expectations of ancient biography.

Size. Ancient biographies are typically between five thousand and thirty thousand words in length. With 18,305 words the Gospel of Matthew is clearly in the middle of this range.23

Structure. Ancient biographies are typically structured according to a broad chronological sequence from beginning to end, though sometimes with the inclusion of topical sections. Again, the Gospel of Matthew is the story of Jesus from birth and infancy, through ministry and growing conflict with the religious and political leadership, to his suffering, death, and resurrection. In this way too the Gospel of Matthew qualifies as ancient biography.

Scale. Ancient biographies focus on the one person who is the subject of the biography. Manifestly every passage in the Gospel of Matthew centers on Jesus. The disciples have significance because they are followers of Jesus. The religious and political authorities are mentioned precisely because of their opposition to Jesus. And the significance of the blocks of teaching in the Gospel of Matthew is that it is Jesus who is uttering the instruction.24

Literary units. Ancient biographies include various types of literary units, for instance, individual stories or anecdotes, legends, discourses, or sayings. I have just mentioned the bodies of teaching, or discourses, throughout the Gospel of Matthew. I might add the plethora of individual sayings (e.g., Mt 8:20, 22; 9:12-13, 15-17; 15:10-11; 17:20-21) and parables (e.g., Mt 12:43-45; 13:1-52; 20:1-15; 21:28-43). And we might note that a large portion of the narrative consists of individual stories (see, e.g., Mt 8:1–9:1; 12:1-50; 19:1-30).25

Use of sources. Ancient biographies typically employ sources for their material, which involves the biographer’s decision to include or to omit source material at his disposal. Although the Gospel of Matthew makes no explicit references to earlier sources employed, source criticism and form criticism have identified a rich employment of both written and oral sources; and redaction criticism has emphasized the evangelist’s intentional and creative work in weaving this source material together into a unified narrative.

Methods of characterization. In ancient biographies characterization, that is, the presenting of the character traits of the subject of the biography, is accomplished not by direct authorial comment but rather through the description of the characters’ deeds and speech. In the Gospel of Matthew we find no direct statement from the evangelist regarding Jesus’ physical, mental, moral, or spiritual characteristics. Nevertheless, we come away from the Gospel of Matthew with a significant picture of Jesus’ moral and spiritual character on the basis of Matthew’s story of Jesus. We know, for example, that Jesus is merciful since, among the beatitudes, he declares “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy” (Mt 5:7); he twice announces that God “desires mercy and not sacrifice” (Mt 9:13; 12:7); he tells a parable that condemns an “unmerciful servant” (Mt 18:23-35); and he repeatedly heals those who call on him for mercy (Mt 9:27; 15:22; 17:15; 20:30-31).

Settings. In ancient biographies the various settings, be they geographical or dramatic, are centered on the subject of the biography. Also in the case of the Gospel of Matthew Jesus is consistently the center of attention. The geographical settings are always places where Jesus is or where events that are significant for Jesus take place (e.g., Mt 2:1-8; 3:1-12; 12:4; 14:1-12; 27:3-10, 62-66; 28:11-15); the geographical locations are not important in themselves but derive their importance through the person of Jesus. As far as dramatic settings are concerned, all interactions among people in the Gospel of Matthew focus on Jesus. When he is actively participating in the interaction he is at the center, and when he is absent the interaction still centers on him.26

Topics. Ancient biographies typically included topics such as ancestry, birth, adolescence and education, heroic or miraculous acts, and death (and consequences of death). Although Matthew mentions nothing of Jesus’ youth or education, he does include a genealogy of Jesus (Mt 1:1-17), an account of his birth and infancy (Mt 1:18–2:23),27 many miraculous deeds (e.g., Mt 8–9), and a relatively detailed account of his death and resurrection (Mt 26–28).

Style. Ancient biographies were often written in a sophisticated, formal style characteristic of the higher classes, but could assume a more popular form. Although Matthew employs fine Greek, his style is of a more popular variety that one would expect among the nonelite. Here again, the Gospel of Matthew falls within the range of expectations of ancient biography.

Atmosphere. Ancient biographies often expressed an atmosphere of seriousness or reverence, although some were characterized by a more lighthearted feel. With its emphasis on the momentous and indeed transcendently significant person of Jesus and the events surrounding the inauguration of the kingdom of God in Jesus’ person, the Gospel of Matthew is characterized by extreme sobriety.

Quality of characterization. Ancient biographies tended to present their subjects in stereotypical fashion, emphasizing certain stock characteristics, yet often with anecdotes or stories that provided a sense of reality and individual distinctiveness. Insofar as the Matthean Jesus is entirely virtuous and exemplary, with no moral or spiritual faults or shortcomings, he is representative of a stereotypical presentation. But the conglomeration of individual stories, which portray Jesus as speaking and acting in a variety of specific situations, express a realism and even a certain complexity in his personality.

Social setting and occasion. Most of the ancient biographies that have come down to us appear to have arisen from within an educated and upper-class social setting, but often the occasion of the reading of the biography was a public event. The fact that these biographies were often read in a public setting may suggest that the intended audience was relatively broad. The Gospel of Matthew gives no explicit indication of the social level of its audience or of the evangelist and offers few clear hints.28 We simply do not have enough information to reach a conclusion on this matter. Nor can we state with any certainty the specific occasions or settings in which the Gospel of Matthew was intended to be read.

Authorial intention or purpose. Ancient biographies reflect a number of specific purposes, including encomium (praise of the subject), exemplification (presenting the subject of the biography as an example), information, entertainment, instruction, and apology or polemic. Some ancient biographies were written with only one of these purposes in mind, whereas others were written for multiple purposes. Most of these purposes may be inferred from the Gospel of Matthew. Matthew certainly emphasizes the praiseworthy character of Jesus; he is the Christ, the Son of God (e.g., Mt 16:13-18), whose teaching is more authoritative than even the law of Moses (Mt 4:21-48), and who is worthy to be worshiped (Mt 2:11; 14:33; 28:17) even as God is worshiped (Mt 4:10). Matthew also presents Jesus as an example to be followed, for as we shall see below Matthew repeatedly draws a comparison between Jesus, as he is presented in this Gospel, and the expectations for his followers, the disciples. The Gospel of Matthew also provides significant information regarding Jesus, including some information that is missing in other Gospels;29 yet it is unclear that this is a major purpose for the Gospel, since it seems to have been written primarily to Christians who would presumably have already known at least the contours and probably also many of the details of Jesus’ life and teaching. Given the seriousness of the subject matter and the sober treatment it receives at the hands of Matthew it seems unlikely that entertainment factors as a purpose for the Gospel of Matthew. In contrast, the presence of large amounts of teaching, including the five major discourses (Mt 5–7; 10; 13; 18; 24–25),30 and the consideration that the Gospel of Matthew ends with the exalted Christ commissioning his disciples to make disciples by “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Mt 28:20) leaves little doubt that a major purpose of the Gospel of Matthew is didactic. Although the Gospel of Matthew seems to be directed primarily, if not exclusively, to a Christian audience, it does contain a number of apologetic features, that is, elements designed to offer a defense of Jesus and of the Christian movement (e.g., Mt 1:1-17; 5:17-48; 12:22-29; 27:62-66; 28:11-15; to which we might add the “fulfillment quotations” in, e.g., Mt 1:22-23; 4:14-16). And many scholars have argued that Matthew employs the strong denunciation of the Jewish leaders to engage in a polemic against the Jewish leadership of the synagogue which had set itself in opposition to the Matthean community.31

From the foregoing comparison we can see that the Gospel of Matthew manifests entirely fifteen of the eighteen identifying characteristics of the genre of ancient biography. And in the remaining three cases (title, opening formula/prologue/preface, and social setting/occasion), it partially corresponds to the characteristics. We may conclude, then, that the judgment of Burridge regarding the ancient biographical character of the Gospels in general obtains specifically for the Gospel of Matthew. But if the Gospel of Matthew belongs to the genre of ancient biography, what difference does it make? Does this conclusion contain an interpretive payoff, and if so, what is it?

The very flexibility of genre may limit the interpretive value of genre identification. Once we grant that no one book necessarily participates in all the characteristics of its genre classification, we cannot simply assume that because a text—for example, the Gospel of Matthew—belongs to a given genre everything that is generally true of that genre necessarily obtains for our document. For example, the fact that ancient biography is characterized by the presence of a prologue or preface at the beginning of the book does not warrant the assumption that such a prologue or preface is necessarily present in our particular ancient biography, and we must be careful not to construe a passage as a prologue or preface if the text resists such a construal. This caution will prevent us from reading a certain typical generic feature into our text when the text itself gives no indication that this feature is present.

Nevertheless, so long as we keep these limitations and potential dangers in mind, the identification of the Gospel of Matthew as ancient biography can assist in our understanding of the Gospel of Matthew.32 Viewing the Gospel of Matthew as ancient biography establishes a set of expectations with which to approach the text and provides an opportunity to determine if these genre expectations are present and, if so, how they function. This concern for genre, then, invites a critical comparison between genre expectations and the data in and surrounding the text.

One value of understanding the Gospel of Matthew as ancient biography is that such identification prevents us from reading the Gospel of Matthew according to other genres to which the Gospel of Matthew does not belong.33 It directs us away from reading the Gospel of Matthew as a lectionary, or as a catechism, or as a manual for teachers, with all the implications from these alternative generic designations.34 It warns us also against treating Matthew’s Gospel as a modern biography, attempting to discern such things as Jesus’ inner thoughts, or his “God-consciousness,” the development of his character, or his early influences, which would necessarily involve us in imaginative speculation.

Identifying the Gospel of Matthew as ancient biography alerts us also to the absolute centrality of Jesus in it. Everything else described in the Gospel of Matthew, whether it be the disciples, the religious and political leaders, or the various geographical locations, have significance because of their relationship to Jesus, the subject of the biography.35 Indeed, the Gospel of Matthew is ultimately not even about God; as far as the narrative dynamic is concerned the presentation of God is subordinate to the portrayal of Jesus. Christology, then, is Matthew’s main concern; and issues of discipleship, conflict, power, and even theology in the narrow sense of the doctrine of God are finally derived from Christology and gain their meaning in reference to Jesus Christ.

A recognition of the ancient biographical character of the Gospel of Matthew may also suggest that the original audience, or intended readership, of the Gospel of Matthew was not limited to one small house church, or even to a narrow group of house churches in a single city, as has often been assumed,36 but rather was directed to Christians in general, or at least to Christians scattered over a broad region.37 This conclusion stems from the observation that ancient biographies, especially those whose subjects were religious or philosophical leaders, were typically written for broad dissemination and not for specific groups or communities.38

The observations that the ancient biographical genre of the Gospel of Matthew points to the centrality of Jesus and to the likelihood of a general audience or readership over against a small community in one narrow geographical area together raise serious questions about the obsession in recent Matthean scholarship to reconstruct the “community of Matthew” and to interpret the Gospel of Matthew in light of that community reconstruction. The consideration that the Gospel of Matthew centers on Jesus argues against a hermeneutical process that assumes that the Gospel of Matthew is essentially a window into the Matthean community, and that the various characters are “transparent” for persons or groups in Matthew’s community. According to this understanding, the disciples in the Gospel of Matthew represent Christians or factions of Christians in Matthew’s church, and the religious authorities stand for the leaders of the synagogue who oppose Matthew’s Christian community. Such an enterprise takes for granted that the Gospel of Matthew is primarily about Matthew’s church rather than about Jesus himself. Indeed, Francis Watson has referred to this approach as a form of allegorization, since it construes the Gospel of Matthew from the perspective that the various elements of the story, though apparently literal, actually “stand for” other realities; thus, according to this view, the Gospel of Matthew seems to be about Jesus, but it is really about Matthew’s community.39

A recognition of the ancient biographical character of the Gospel of Matthew suggests also that the Gospel of Matthew was meant to be read as a continuous narrative at one sitting rather than in snippets or small blocks as is often done today in worship or liturgical settings, or even in personal devotions. We have seen above that one of the markers of ancient biography is a continuous narrative in which the (perhaps originally) separate anecdotes and sayings have been woven together into a developing story, climaxing in the death (and consequences of death) of the subject. Moreover, Burridge has shown that the social setting of the reading of ancient biographies was typically in public festivals or after-dinner events at which the biography would be read orally in its entirety.40 This insight accords with the character of the Gospel of Matthew itself, as W. D. Davies indicated: “There are documents which are so closely knit that their parts can only be adequately understood in light of the whole. Such is the Fourth Gospel, and such also is Matthew. It reveals not only a meticulous concern, numerically and otherwise, in the arrangements of its details, but also an architectonic grandeur in its totality.”41 Indeed, intentional structuring of the whole is a mark of ancient biography.42 This consideration gives warrant for our careful analysis of the structure of the entire Gospel as essential for understanding not only the Gospel as a whole but its individual parts.

A final implication from the ancient biographical genre of the Gospel of Matthew is that the reader is expected to accept the reportage of the biography as historically reliable, while at the same time recognizing that the writer may have modified certain details for the sake of bringing out the deeper significance of the subject or the events described, especially as this deeper significance may speak to the needs or circumstances of the audience.43 After a painstaking analysis of ancient biographies, Craig S. Keener has demonstrated that such biographies differed materially from novels or romances in that the former were concerned to relate the actual deeds and teachings of the subject; yet these biographies reflected the biases of the biographer in a measure that goes beyond what we would typically expect in modern biographies, and they sometimes embellished their sources, especially in terms of details. All of this was acceptable and expected in ancient biography and did not compromise the assumption that one could place confidence in the account.44 These conclusions actually accord well with the results of much redaction-critical study of the Gospel of Matthew.45
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APPROACH AND METHOD
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HAVING DISCUSSED IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER the nature of the Gospels, and more specifically of the Gospel of Matthew, it is appropriate now to address the issue of the method with which we should approach the study of the Gospel of Matthew. I have argued elsewhere that method is the best specific procedure for doing anything, and “best” is defined as that which is most appropriate to the object of study.1 Applied to the Gospel of Matthew, this principle means that the proper method for studying the Gospel of Matthew is that strategic process which accords with the very nature of the Gospel of Matthew. Certainly, the determination that the Gospel of Matthew is of the genre of ancient biography will affect our methodological decisions. But additional aspects of the nature of the Gospel of Matthew will also play a role in decisions regarding method. Thus I will assess the value of the various methods that have been applied to the Gospel of Matthew on the basis of their congruence with its character, and I will set forth a methodological proposal that accords best with its nature.

The modern study of the Gospels runs from the middle of the nineteenth century to the present and involves a series of six methodological phases. In each of the first five phases a particular method held dominance for a time, only to be succeeded by the next in the series. In each case the dominant method was followed by one that built on it but attempted to address aspects of the Gospel tradition that the earlier method(s) had neglected. These various methods focused on the several stages of the Gospel tradition. As we shall see below, at the present time no one method for studying the Gospels stands out as dominant.


HISTORICAL CRITICISM


The earliest stage of the Gospel tradition is that of the historical Jesus, which involves both Jesus’ actions and speech as he traversed Galilee and Judea. Scholars refer to this stage as the Sitz im Leben Jesu, “the setting in the life of Jesus.” The critical method that arose in order to address this stage is historical criticism. Although “historical criticism,” or the “historical-critical method,” is often used in the broad sense of any attempt to understand the Bible according to an “objective”2 application of modern historical inquiry,3 I am employing it here in the narrow sense of reconstructing the life and teachings of the earthly Jesus. This enterprise was a dominant force from approximately 1850 until 1900 but reemerged as a prominent movement at least twice in the twentieth century.

In the nineteenth century it took the form of the “quest for the historical Jesus,” now referred to as the “first quest.” Scholars scoured the Gospels to locate information about the earthly Jesus, and in some cases these scholars made their findings the basis for their various “lives of Jesus.” This first quest ended with the publication of Albert Schweitzer’s The Quest for the Historical Jesus, in which he demonstrated that these “lives of Jesus” reflected nineteenth-century European cultural and religious predilections rather than the Jesus who actually strode the shores of Galilee. According to Schweitzer, the Jesus whom the Gospels describe is a strange figure, a thoroughly Jewish eschatological prophet whose mission ended in failure.4 The implication was that such a Jesus had little to say to the modern world.

Yet interest in the historical Jesus reemerged in the 1950s and 1960s with the “second quest.” Chastened by the failure of the nineteenth-century lives of Jesus, the second quest forsook the attempt to reconstruct the life of Jesus from beginning to end and pursued the more modest task of establishing certain details pertaining to Jesus’ life and especially to his teaching.5 The “third quest” emerged toward the end of the twentieth century and continues to the present. It seeks to take advantage of the great strides in recent historical, archaeological, and sociological studies pertaining to the first-century Palestinian world in order to construct a portrait of Jesus as a Jewish eschatological prophet in a critically accurate fashion.6

Historical criticism, then, views the Gospels as material for providing evidence pertaining to the life and teachings of Jesus. Since Gospel scholarship generally accepts the thesis that Mark is the earliest Gospel, these historical critics give the lion’s share of attention to Mark; for the most part they are interested in Matthew and Luke only insofar as these Gospels contain certain teaching material from Jesus which is absent from Mark.

I mentioned above that we can identify a succession of dominant methods, one following after the other. In fact, however, this historical criticism that seeks to reconstruct the life and teachings of Jesus serves as something of an exception, since it has repeatedly played a prominent role throughout the modern period. It dominated the last half of the nineteenth century, and it has experienced periods of resurgence and is even today a significant aspect of the study of the Gospels.

Yet it is clear that historical criticism cannot be the primary way in which we approach the Gospel of Matthew. For one thing, serious questions exist regarding the level of confidence we may have in any historical reconstruction of Jesus. The attempt to reconstruct the life of Jesus distinct from the portrayal in our Gospels necessarily involves a significant element of speculation. In fact, the only Jesus we have is the Jesus who comes to us in the Gospels.7 Consequently, scholars must fill in many gaps and engage in a tenuous exercise of connecting the events which they deem occurred in Jesus’ life into what amounts to a new narrative. Moreover, as I have pointed out, historical criticism is much more interested in the Gospel of Mark than in the Gospel of Matthew. It gives little attention to the Gospel of Matthew, with the exception of certain sayings and perhaps a very few narratives that are unique to it. Yet even more importantly, historical criticism does not deal with any of our Gospels, including the Gospel of Matthew, in themselves, but approaches them rather as fields of recollections from which we can mine information about realities that are reported in the Gospels but are separate from the Gospels in that these realities lie behind the Gospels.




SOURCE CRITICISM


Insofar as nineteenth-century historical criticism utilized our Gospels as source material for the historical Jesus, it is understandable that the rise of historical criticism coincided with scholarly interest in the earliest written sources behind our Gospels. The critical discipline that seeks to reconstruct these written sources is “source criticism,” a method that held sway in Gospel studies from around 1860 to 1920. Although the dominance of source criticism was generally contemporaneous with the first quest for the historical Jesus, we may still consider it the second phase of modern Gospel research.

Source criticism received impetus from the emergence of a consensus regarding the literary sources behind our Gospels. The consensus ran like this: the literary relationship among the synoptic Gospels as it pertains to their origin (“the synoptic problem”) is best answered by the “two-source hypothesis,” that is, that Matthew and Luke made use of two sources—Mark and a hypothetical sayings source usually dubbed “Q.”8 Thus, Mark was the first Gospel, and Matthew and Luke composed their Gospels by combining material from Mark and Q. Burnett Hillman Streeter gave classic expression to this view in his influential book, The Four Gospels: A Study in Origins, in which he developed the two-source hypothesis further into a four-source hypothesis; in addition to their use of Mark and Q Matthew and Luke employed also sources that were unique to each of them, M (Matthew) and L (Luke). The confident identification of these sources led naturally to the practice of dissecting Matthew (and Luke) so as to locate in each passage the specific sources employed and to reproduce the sources that lie behind the Gospel with a view toward establishing a sure foundation for reconstructions of the life of Jesus. Thus source criticism primarily served the purpose of historical criticism.

As we saw in the case of historical criticism, so also source criticism is of limited value for interpreting the Gospel of Matthew itself. If the conclusions of source criticism can be established it does assist us in understanding the development of the Gospel tradition and the origins of the Gospel of Matthew, which in turn may provide at least indirect insight into the nature of the Gospel of Matthew and its message. Nevertheless, the focus of source criticism is not the Gospel of Matthew itself but the written sources that presumably lie behind the Gospel of Matthew.




FORM CRITICISM


The search for traditions behind our Gospels eventually led scholars to recognize that before the emergence of and also contemporaneous with the written sources, stories about Jesus and reports of his teachings circulated in oral form. This recognition resulted in the attempt to reconstruct the Gospel tradition at its oral stage; this attempt pertains to the third phase of Gospel studies, “form criticism,” which dominated Gospel studies from 1920 to around 1946.9

Form critics believed that in the years immediately following Jesus’ resurrection those in the church made use of the oral traditions of Jesus’ deeds and speech as they engaged in preaching, teaching, and controversies with both Jews and Gentiles. In the process the various Christian communities adapted these Jesus traditions to the tasks and situations they were facing. Form critics insisted that these oral traditions took on stereotypical forms (hence “form” criticism) that reflect the situation of the churches that made use of them. Thus form critics were confident that by examining the various forms of the oral stage of the tradition they could recreate the situation and beliefs of the early Christian communities. Unlike source critics and historical critics, for the most part form critics were interested not in the Sitz im Leben Jesu, but the Sitz im Leben Kirche (“setting in the life of the church”).10 So far as form critics were concerned, the Gospel tradition could not tell us much if anything about the historical Jesus, but only about the faith of the early Christian communities.11 Besides, the demise of the first quest for the historical Jesus with the work of Schweitzer led them to conclude that Jesus as a historical figure had little relevance for modern persons. Thus both the impossibility of knowing anything substantial from the Gospels about the person of Jesus and the irrelevance of the historical figure of Jesus led these form critics to shift their focus away from Jesus and to the faith of the earliest Christian communities.

But these form critics were not only disinterested in the historical figure of Jesus, they also had no interest in our Gospels as holistic compositions. As far as form critics were concerned, the Gospels were not unified narratives, but simply a collection of individual stories and sayings. Nor were the evangelists real authors but rather “cut and paste” editors who strung together the various stories and teachings of Jesus without having an overarching purpose that they wished to achieve through the literary arrangements of materials.

Like source criticism, form criticism tended to deal more with Mark than with Matthew (or Luke), since form criticism focused on the earliest written sources as the basis for moving backward to the oral stage of the tradition. Therefore, although some studies of specific Matthean passages employed form criticism,12 virtually no commentaries on the Gospel of Matthew were written from a thoroughgoing form-critical perspective, such as Vincent Taylor’s commentary on Mark.13 More generally, of all the critical methods discussed in this chapter, form criticism is the one that has had little enduring significance in New Testament studies. This sad reality is due to the fact that form criticism’s repudiation of the significance of the historical figure of Jesus has rendered it generally useless not only to history-of-Jesus research but increasingly also to Gospel studies. As we saw above, recent studies have emphasized that our Gospels are in the form of ancient biography, and ancient biographies were concerned with the historical realities pertaining to the subject of the biography. But form criticism was out of step with the developing trends in Gospel studies in yet another way, for immediately after the Second World War scholars increasingly recognized that our evangelists were real authors who were intentional in communicating their theology through the composition of their Gospels. This recognition led to the rise of redaction criticism.




REDACTION CRITICISM


Redaction criticism, which forms the fourth phase of modern Gospel studies, rejected form criticism’s notion that our Gospels are little more than mere compilations of isolated traditions in favor of the view that the Gospels are carefully constructed compositions produced by real authors who communicated their message through purposeful and meticulous editing of the sources at hand. Indeed, redaction stems from the German word for editing. Yet redaction criticism did accept form criticism’s interest in using Gospel materials to reconstruct the character and beliefs of the Christian communities. But whereas form criticism focused on the oral stage of the tradition, redaction criticism analyzed the evangelist’s redaction of traditional materials in order to establish a picture of the faith community of the evangelist. Thus redaction criticism operates on the basis of three claims: 1) each evangelist was an intentional, careful, and creative editor of received tradition to the extent that he functioned essentially as the author of his Gospel; 2) an analysis of the evangelist’s editorial processes will reveal the theology of the evangelist; and 3) an examination of the evangelist’s editorial processes may also reveal the complexion and beliefs of the community to which the Gospel was written.14

Redaction criticism was dominant in Gospel studies from 1946 to around 1980, although what came to be known as redaction criticism was practiced by a few scholars in earlier years.15 The pioneer redaction critic in Matthew was Günther Bornkamm.16 Redaction critics focus on the changes, additions, and omissions the evangelists made to their sources, inferring from these redactional modifications the theology of the evangelists and the characteristics of their communities. Of course, considerations regarding the evangelists’ editing of sources assumes a certain source theory, and virtually all redaction critics accept the two (four)-source hypothesis as presented by Streeter.17 Redaction critics note, for example, that Matthew: changes Mark 9:40 “Whoever is not against us is for us,” to “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Mt 12:30), adds the phrase “if you would be perfect” at Matthew 19:21 to his Markan source (cf. Mk 10:21), adds the phrase “in spirit” to his Q source (Mt 5:3; cf. Lk 6:20), omits the exorcism story found in Mark 1:23-27, and replaces Mark’s parable of the seed growing secretly (Mk 4:26-29) with the parable of the weeds (Mt 13:24-30).

The early redaction critics tended to see significance only in the editorial modifications introduced by the evangelists, deemphasizing and sometimes even ignoring the traditional materials an evangelist incorporated without modification.18 This narrow focus was clearly a problem, since when an evangelist included traditional material into his Gospel the evangelist embraced that traditional material and it became part of his Gospel; it made its own contribution to his comprehensive theological program. Later redaction critics addressed this problem by broadening their investigations to include not only redactional modifications that the evangelist has made to received tradition but also the entire composition of both individual passages as well as the Gospel as a whole. This later iteration of redaction criticism has been dubbed “composition criticism.”19

Even with the move toward a compositional orientation within redaction criticism, which addressed the problem of attending almost exclusively to alterations the evangelist may have introduced, certain continuing weaknesses of redaction criticism have become apparent. For one thing, scholars have become increasingly uncomfortable with redaction criticism’s necessary dependence on a specific theory of synoptic relationships. Although most scholars continue to hold to the two (four)-source hypothesis as the most likely explanation of Gospel origins, other source theories have been reasserted, and the emergence of other ways of understanding Gospel origins has led scholars to acknowledge weaknesses in the two (four)-source hypothesis that have long been ignored and to recognize the tentative character of any hypothesis attempting to address the synoptic problem. Thus many scholars have been inclined to consider methods of interpreting the Gospels that are not, like redaction criticism, bound to a particular view of Gospel sources.

For another thing, redaction criticism assumes a role for the reader that is questionable.20 Redaction criticism of the Gospel of Matthew assumes a reader who has the Gospel of Matthew in front of him,21 with a copy of Mark on one side and a copy of Q on the other, whose eyes constantly dart back and forth in an effort to compare Matthew with Mark and Q with a view toward deriving meaning from Matthew’s alterations of Mark and Q. This is exactly the process modern redaction critics employ in their interpretation of the Gospel of Matthew. But did any ancient reader pursue this kind of process, and, even more importantly, does the text of the Gospel of Matthew assume or encourage this kind of reading? It is, in fact, unclear that the original readers of the Gospel of Matthew would have known Mark or Q.22 And, even if they were acquainted with these documents, the Gospel of Matthew does not mention or suggest recourse to any other Gospel text.23 Indeed, according to its nature as a continuous, unified narrative, the Gospel of Matthew encourages a construal on the basis of the single text of the Gospel of Matthew read as a continuous narrative. The Gospel of Matthew envisages a reader who construes its meaning on the basis of the narrative itself. This observation does not deny the legitimacy and potential helpfulness of comparing a passage in the Gospel of Matthew with its parallel in another Gospel, but to do so would involve using such comparison heuristically, that is, as a means of noticing certain features in the Matthean text that are certainly present there but which might have been missed save for this synoptic comparison. Such a process of synoptic comparison would not form the basis for the determination of the meaning of the Matthean passage but would involve a discovery of elements in the text whose meaning and significance may then be construed on the basis of the Gospel of Matthew itself.

Moreover, although it has often been maintained that redaction criticism deals with the final form of the text, that is, the text as we have it, over against earlier stages of the tradition that lie behind the final form, in fact redaction criticism does not focus on the text itself but rather concerns itself with the intentions and interests of the evangelists and with the character and complexion of the communities to which the Gospels were addressed. In other words, like the other critical methods described above, redaction criticism attends to matters that lie “behind the text” rather than purely with those embedded “within the text.”




NARRATIVE CRITICISM


In order to take full advantage of the insight from redaction criticism that our evangelists are truly authors of their respective Gospels, and in order to avoid dependence on any one specific source theory, many recent scholars have embraced narrative criticism, which constitutes the fifth methodological phase of modern Gospel studies.24 Narrative criticism differs in two ways from all the previous methods discussed. First, whereas each of the methods described above dominated Gospel studies for a set period of time, narrative criticism does not hold the kind of sole prominence that, for example, redaction criticism enjoyed during its reign from 1946 until 1980. Indeed, at the present time no single method exercises that degree of prominence. Narrative criticism is now popular, but it is not dominant. Second, whereas all the methods discussed above were unique to biblical studies, narrative criticism was imported into biblical scholarship from secular literary studies, which pursued “literary criticism.” In fact, what we now call “narrative criticism” was originally introduced into biblical studies as literary criticism. Both secular literary criticism and biblical narrative criticism focus on the meaning that the text itself generates on the basis of its own form and content.25 Indeed, narrative critics insist that whenever someone writes a narrative, that person creates a “narrative world,” which is a more or less self-contained system; consequently, we must interpret that piece of literature on the basis of its internal system.

The pioneers of narrative criticism in the Gospels include David Rhoads and Donald Michie on Mark, Jack Dean Kingsbury on Matthew, Robert Tannehill on Luke, and R. Alan Culpepper on John.26 These pioneers, and most subsequent New Testament narrative critics, employ categories drawn from literary theorist Seymour Chatman and Russian formalist Boris Uspensky.27

Chatman insists that all narratives contain two elements: story (“what is told”) and discourse (“how it is told”).28 The story consists of events, characters, settings, and plot.29 “Events” refer to the incidents in the story, for instance, Jesus’ baptism (Mt 3:1-17) or crucifixion (Mt 27:27-54). These incidents are set in successive order, and the order of these events forms the plot. The plot is the chain-like causal progression from one event to the next, which marks the development of the story. The plot of Matthew’s story runs from the birth of Jesus to his resurrection. “Characters” are the various persons who are mentioned in the narrative. Characters are “round” if they possess several traits, such as Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew; they are “flat” if they possess just a few traits, such as the religious leaders in Matthew’s story; and they are “stock” if they possess only a single trait, as, for example, the scribe in Matthew 8:19-20. A whole group of persons can actually function as a character, which we refer to as “character groups,” if they possess a single set of traits. In the Gospel of Matthew the religious leaders and the Jewish crowds are such character groups. “Settings” refer to the contexts in which events take place; narratives contain spatial settings, such as the temple in which Jesus teaches in Matthew 21:23–23:39, or temporal settings, such as the reference to first day of the week in Matthew 28:1. These two examples from the Gospel of Matthew indicate that settings can have symbolic or cultural/religious significance that informs interpretation.

The discourse of a narrative consists of the implied author, implied reader, and point of view.30 The implied author is the version of the author that we can infer (hence “implied”) from the text.31 The implied author is not identical to the flesh-and-blood person who composed the document but rather the writer as he presents himself in the text.32 As I have discussed elsewhere, the implied author is at the same time both larger and smaller than the flesh-and-blood writer.33 The person who composed the Gospel of Matthew no doubt knew much more about Jesus than what he included within his Gospel, and he had perceptions and convictions about Jesus that did not find their way into the Gospel he produced; thus, the implied author is smaller than the flesh-and-blood writer. On the other hand, the implied author may be larger than the flesh-and-blood author. The meaning of certain passages in the Gospel of Matthew may transcend what the physical author of the Gospel consciously intended to say. Every text, particularly an extended narrative, has meaning potential that goes beyond the conscious intention of the writer.34 The writer of the Gospel of Matthew, living well before the church had the opportunity to reflect deeply about all the ramifications of the relationship between God the Father and Jesus the Son could not be expected to possess a full-blown doctrine of the Trinity; yet the implied author of our Gospel may have presented Jesus in such a way as to accord with at least significant aspects of later trinitarian thought.

Corresponding to the implied author is the implied reader. The implied reader is the image of the reader that we infer from the text, that is, the kind of reader the text assumes. Narrative critics sometimes refer to the implied reader as the “ideal reader,” the reader who recognizes all the clues the implied author gives and possesses just the right kind of background information and thus construes the meaning of the text in perfect accord with the intentions of the implied author. The implied reader is not identical to any actual historical reader, even the original intended audience, since no flesh-and-blood reader construes any narrative perfectly, that is, entirely in accord with its own communicative signals.35

The third aspect of discourse is “point of view,” which involves the relationship between the perspective of the implied author and that of various characters within the narrative.36 Although Chatman discusses point of view, most narrative critics adopt the taxonomy of point of view developed by Boris Uspensky.37 He describes four types of point of view, the most significant of which is evaluative point of view—the beliefs and values of the implied author and the various characters as he presents them. The implied reader is urged to assess or make judgments about the various characters on the basis of the relationship between their evaluative point of view and that of the implied author.

Narrative criticism has rightly taken the fundamentally literary character of our Gospels seriously and has developed effective processes to analyze the various literary features of the text so as to lead readers to a fuller and at times more accurate interpretation of the Gospels. Yet some scholars have complained that narrative criticism draws too heavily on literary criticism that was designed to deal with fiction,38 while our Gospels are concerned to present actual historical events.39 But Mark Allan Powell has rightly pointed out that the narrative character of historical reportage renders it formally so similar to fiction that we can properly interpret it according to the same standards and processes.40 Yet one might register a deeper critique here. The identification of our Gospels as ancient biography implies that they have a referential purpose, that is, to refer the reader to historical events that have significance precisely in their historical happened-ness. While narrative criticism does not deny the existence of this referential purpose, it does not in itself have the resources to address this aspect of the Gospels. This critique does not involve a fundamental flaw in narrative criticism, but it does point to a limitation.41




ADDITIONAL CONTEMPORARY METHODS


I mentioned above that since redaction criticism was deposed from its methodological perch around 1980, no one specific way of approaching the Gospels has achieved the dominance that it enjoyed. On the contrary, Gospel studies are today characterized by a range of methods such as reader-response criticism, various “advocacy criticisms” (for instance, feminist42 or postcolonial43 interpretations), and social-scientific criticism (which actually addresses sociological and cultural aspects of historical background),44 each of which has value but focuses on only a certain aspect of the Gospels. I have given specific attention to one of these methods, narrative criticism, because it is the most natural successor to redaction criticism, and because it represents a kind of text-centered approach such as I have adopted in this volume. The value of narrative criticism is that it focuses on what the Gospel of Matthew essentially is: a literary document. The limits of space prevent me from giving attention to the many other contemporary methods that scholars apply to the Gospel of Matthew.45




METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH ADOPTED IN THE PRESENT STUDY


We have seen that throughout the modern period and into the present time several methods have been employed in the interpretation of the Gospel of Matthew. We have seen, too, that each of these methods addresses but one aspect of the Gospel. Moreover, we have noted that, with the exception of narrative criticism, they all deal largely with matters that lie either behind the text (e.g., source criticism) or in front of the text, that is, with later readers (reader-response criticism), rather than with the text itself.

This multiplicity of methods may be viewed as a positive circumstance, allowing various interpreters to choose the method that best fits their needs or preferences. But such a methodological smorgasbord, with the several alternatives available, does not provide a consensual way of reading the Gospel of Matthew, that is, a way of reading the book that all, or at least most, interpreters can agree on. A consensual manner of reading the Gospel of Matthew is not synonymous with a consensual interpretation of the Gospel of Matthew, for a common way of reading the Gospel of Matthew does not guarantee agreement on the meaning of individual passages. But a consensual interpretive approach is necessary for interpreters to talk meaningfully with each other about the meaning of the Gospel of Matthew.

In the face of these various methodological options I wish to offer an approach to the interpretation of the Gospel of Matthew that can fulfil such a consensual role. I call it an inductive approach, since it operates on the principle that interpretive method should arise from and reflect the very character of that which is studied, namely, for our present purpose, the Gospel of Matthew. In other words, we must allow the realities that belong to the Gospel of Matthew itself to determine the best procedure for its interpretation. The methodological approach I adopt will be a holistic enterprise that seeks to address the various realities that pertain to the Gospel of Matthew. Therefore, aspects of the critical methods that I have discussed above will be represented in this synthetic approach. Note that I use the phrase “inductive approach” rather than “inductive method,” for this is not one method alongside others, but rather a holistic, synthetic approach that seeks to hear the message of the Gospel of Matthew on its own terms, and which, in the process, incorporates in the most optimal way elements from every legitimate method.

This inductive procedure involves, specifically 1) a focus on the final form of the text; 2) an emphasis on the way in which attention to the literary structure of the book and of individual passages enables us to ascertain the meaning of the Matthean text; 3) attention to the ways in which the history that bounded the composition of the Gospel of Matthew may illumine the Gospel; 4) employment at relevant points of narrative-critical categories such as characterization and point of view; 5) an attempt to interpret every individual passage in light of its function within the entire book; 6) a commitment to interpret every passage Christocentrically though not Christonomistically, that is, noting always the christological concerns while recognizing that some passages deal with issues which, though related to Jesus, are distinct in some measure from him, such as discipleship or mission; 7) care to identify, when helpful, points of continuity and discontinuity between the Matthean text on the one hand and other New Testament materials, especially Mark and Luke, on the other; 8) attention to matters of intertextuality, especially Old Testament passages quoted or alluded to, for, as we shall see, the implied reader of the Gospel of Matthew knows the Old Testament and is intended to interpret the Gospel of Matthew in light of the Old Testament.
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CIRCUMSTANCES OF COMPOSITION

[image: ]


THIS CHAPTER AND THE NEXT BOTH deal with the composition of the Gospel of Matthew. In the present chapter I discuss the circumstances, or the historical situation, surrounding the writing of the Gospel of Matthew. Here I am using “composition” with an emphasis on the verbal aspect of the word: what the writer did in composing the book, and how the historical setting of the evangelist informed his work of composition. In the following chapter I will explore the shape of the composition, that is, the literary structure of the Gospel of Matthew. There I will use “composition” with an emphasis on its nominal (noun) aspect: what the writer produced, that is, how the book comes to us as a composition, a unified and integrated whole. It is natural to move from the situation of writing to the shape or structure of the written document, especially since much scholarly discussion of the structure of the Gospel of Matthew has depended on prior conclusions regarding the evangelist’s use of sources. More specifically, in this chapter I will address the following questions: (1) What sources did the writer use to compile the Gospel of Matthew? (2) Who was the writer responsible for the composition of the Gospel of Matthew? (3) Who was the intended audience for the composition? (4) What was the date of composition? (5) What was the place of composition?


WHAT SOURCES DID THE WRITER USE TO COMPILE HIS GOSPEL?


The question of the sources that Matthew used in compiling his Gospel goes beyond the study of the Gospel of Matthew itself. It necessarily involves all three synoptic Gospels and their relationship to one another, that is, the “synoptic problem”; for the combination of similarities and differences between the synoptic Gospels makes clear that some sort of literary relationship exists between them. Almost from the very beginning this fact has been acknowledged. The only question is the precise nature of that relationship.

The history of the church’s attempts to address the synoptic problem has been described fully elsewhere, and I direct interested readers to consult those discussions for a more detailed treatment.1 From the time of the Fathers until the nineteenth century a consensus held sway that the Gospel of Matthew was the first Gospel written, followed by Mark and later Luke. This ordering is indicated clearly in Irenaeus, Origen, and Jerome.2 For example, Irenaeus claimed that

Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure [deaths], Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also handed down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached by him.3


Yet these Fathers did not discuss the literary relationship among the synoptic Gospels. The first to do so was Augustine who, on the basis of his analysis of Gospel relationships which he conducted in preparing his Harmony of the Gospels, concluded:

Now those four evangelists . . . are believed to have written in the order which follows: first Matthew, then Mark, thirdly Luke, lastly John. . . . Of these four . . . only Matthew is reckoned to have written in the Hebrew language; the others in Greek. . . . For Matthew is understood to have taken it in hand to construct the record of the incarnation of the Lord according to the royal lineage, and to give an account of most part of his deeds and words as they stood in relation to this present life of humans. Mark follows him closely, and looks like his attendant and epitomizer.4


We note that Irenaeus and Augustine explicitly mention that the Gospel of Matthew was written in Hebrew, by which they presumably mean Aramaic. Here they are following the tradition of Papias, which I will discuss below, to the effect that Matthew composed his Gospel in “the Hebrew dialect.” Indeed, throughout this period almost everyone believed that the Gospel of Matthew was the first Gospel to be written, that it was produced by the apostle Matthew and had as its source reminiscences from his firsthand experience of the ministry of Jesus, and that it was composed in Hebrew/Aramaic.
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