
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Role of the Disciples in the Gospel of Matthew

By William Henderson


Copyright © 2025 Historia Magna.

All rights reserved.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Introduction to the Disciples in Matthew’s Gospel
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The role of the disciples in the Gospel of Matthew is foundational to understanding the early Christian movement and the way in which Jesus’ message was disseminated to the world. Matthew's Gospel, traditionally attributed to the Apostle Matthew, is often considered the most Jewish of the four Gospels. It was likely written for a predominantly Jewish-Christian audience in the late first century, a time when the Christian community was grappling with its identity in the context of the Roman Empire and the waning influence of Judaism as the temple was destroyed in 70 AD. Thus, the role of the disciples in Matthew is not merely historical but deeply theological, offering insights into both the nature of Jesus' mission and the emerging Christian community.

From the very outset, Matthew presents the disciples as key figures in the unfolding of God's plan of salvation. In contrast to the Gospel of Mark, where the disciples often appear clueless or even rebuked for their lack of faith, Matthew portrays them in a more favorable light, although not without their own moments of confusion and doubt. The disciples are essential in the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies, representing the new Israel, and they are presented as witnesses to the pivotal events of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection.

Historically, the twelve disciples are seen as the nucleus of the early Christian movement. They are the first to receive Jesus' teachings in a direct and personal way. The calling of the disciples in Matthew 4:18-22 is a moment of radical transformation. Jesus does not simply teach them or inform them but calls them to follow Him in a way that reflects a radical break from their former lives. They were fishermen, bound to the shores of the Sea of Galilee, but through Jesus' call, they are invited into a larger, divinely orchestrated narrative that transcends their immediate reality. Their response is immediate—leaving behind their boats, their families, and their livelihoods—symbolizing a total commitment to the new kingdom that Jesus proclaims. This moment is deeply symbolic, as the act of leaving behind their former lives mirrors the nature of discipleship itself, one that demands sacrifice and the relinquishing of old identities.

Matthew’s portrayal of the calling of the disciples is also deeply symbolic. The number twelve is not accidental. The twelve disciples are seen as representing the twelve tribes of Israel. In this way, Matthew presents Jesus not as an opponent of Judaism, but as its fulfillment. The twelve apostles become the new representatives of Israel, in much the same way that Moses was called to lead the children of Israel out of Egypt. The twelve tribes, historically scattered and divided, now find their unity in the person of Jesus Christ. Matthew's Jewish audience would have understood this parallel immediately, as they were familiar with the symbolism of twelve in the Hebrew Scriptures. For example, in the book of Exodus, the twelve tribes of Israel were called together to receive God's covenant. Similarly, in the book of Revelation, the twelve apostles are depicted as the foundations of the heavenly Jerusalem (Revelation 21:14), further emphasizing the importance of the twelve in Christian theology.

In contrast to the twelve apostles, who are established as the primary followers of Jesus, there are also many other disciples who follow Him throughout the Gospel of Matthew. This larger group includes men and women, such as the women who support Jesus in His ministry (Matthew 27:55-56) and the unnamed disciples who, though not part of the twelve, have a crucial role in spreading Jesus' teachings. Matthew's Gospel underscores that discipleship is not limited to the twelve apostles, but is an invitation extended to all who choose to follow Jesus and adhere to His teachings.

Theologically, the role of the disciples in Matthew's Gospel is also to serve as models of faith. The disciples’ journey of growth mirrors the spiritual journey of all Christians. They are not presented as perfect or immediately understanding of all that Jesus teaches. In fact, Matthew makes it clear that they struggle to comprehend the full implications of Jesus' message, especially when it comes to His death and resurrection. The most significant example of this comes in Matthew 16:21-23, when Peter rebukes Jesus for predicting His suffering, to which Jesus responds, “Get behind me, Satan!” This moment is critical, as it reveals the tension within the disciples themselves: they are called to embrace a Messiah who will suffer and die, yet they are naturally resistant to such an idea. This theme of misunderstanding and gradual revelation is central to Matthew's portrayal of the disciples.

However, Matthew also emphasizes the potential of the disciples, especially in moments when they grasp the true nature of Jesus' mission. In Matthew 16:13-20, Peter’s confession that Jesus is "the Messiah, the Son of the living God" is a moment of divine revelation. Jesus responds by blessing Peter, saying, "Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven." This moment marks a turning point in the narrative, as it highlights the disciples' growing understanding of Jesus' identity. Yet, even after this confession, the disciples continue to struggle with the full implications of Jesus' teachings, especially regarding the nature of the kingdom He proclaims. In this sense, Matthew’s Gospel presents the disciples not as paragons of virtue or wisdom, but as imperfect vessels who, despite their flaws, are the foundation upon which the Church will be built.

Matthew's Gospel also emphasizes the disciples’ role in the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven. This is particularly evident in the parables that Jesus uses to describe the kingdom, many of which are explained to the disciples in private (Matthew 13:10-17). These private moments of teaching underscore the special relationship between Jesus and the disciples, who are chosen not only to witness His works but to be the primary agents through whom the message of the Kingdom will be spread. As such, their understanding of the Kingdom is crucial to their role as apostles. Jesus' teachings on the Kingdom of Heaven, found throughout Matthew’s Gospel, invite the disciples—and through them, all Christians—to understand that the Kingdom is both a present reality and a future hope.

In examining the disciples' role in Matthew's Gospel, it is also important to consider the Gospel's historical context. Written at a time when the Jewish-Christian community was grappling with questions of identity, the role of the disciples highlights Matthew's larger theological message: the disciples are not only witnesses to Jesus' life but also co-workers in the mission of spreading the Gospel. The early Christian community, emerging in the midst of Roman rule, faced intense pressure both from the Jewish authorities and from the imperial authorities. The disciples, therefore, symbolize the challenges of faithful witness in a hostile world. Their mistakes, doubts, and failures serve as a reminder that the journey of faith is often difficult and marked by moments of crisis, but their eventual triumph reflects the ultimate victory of God's Kingdom.

Matthew’s portrayal of the disciples ultimately serves as an invitation to all believers to take up their cross and follow Jesus. Their imperfections, doubts, and struggles are part of the broader narrative of redemption and growth. Through their journey, Matthew paints a picture of discipleship that is not just about following Jesus physically, but about understanding and embracing His teachings, living according to the values of the Kingdom, and sharing in the mission of bringing about God's will on earth.

In conclusion, the disciples in Matthew’s Gospel are not mere background figures. They are central to the narrative, embodying the tension between misunderstanding and eventual understanding of Jesus' mission. They serve as models for the Christian life, illustrating the trials and growth that characterize discipleship. In Matthew’s portrayal, the disciples are integral to the unfolding story of salvation and the establishment of God’s Kingdom, symbolizing both the challenges and the rewards of following Jesus. Through their example, Matthew invites his readers to enter into the same journey of faith, one that requires both sacrifice and ultimate triumph in the power of Christ.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The Calling of the Disciples
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The calling of the disciples in the Gospel of Matthew marks a pivotal moment in both the narrative of Jesus’ ministry and in the theological framework of Christian discipleship. In Matthew 4:18-22 and Matthew 9:9, the calling of the first disciples establishes the foundation of Jesus’ ministry and introduces the central figures who will play key roles in spreading His message. The simplicity and immediacy of their response, abandoning their lives and following Jesus, provide a model for all Christians to emulate. This chapter explores the significance of this calling, the historical and theological contexts surrounding it, and its implications for understanding discipleship in the early Christian movement.

Matthew 4:18-22 presents the calling of Peter and his brother Andrew, followed by James and his brother John. The passage is striking for its simplicity: Jesus, walking by the Sea of Galilee, calls out to these fishermen with the words, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” The immediacy of their response—“at once they left their nets and followed him”—is profound. The fishermen leave not only their work but their families and communities, representing a radical break from their former lives. In the context of the Roman Empire, where social hierarchies and familial obligations were of paramount importance, this immediate abandonment of their established roles would have been seen as an extraordinary act of faith and commitment. It is significant that Matthew chooses to highlight this response to Jesus’ call. For his audience, who would have been familiar with the values of loyalty, duty, and tradition in a Roman and Jewish context, this radical departure from one’s old life is emblematic of the demands of discipleship in the Kingdom of Heaven.

Jesus’ calling of the first disciples is more than just an invitation to follow Him physically—it is a call to transformation. The image of being made “fishers of men” conveys the idea that these individuals, who were once concerned with catching fish for sustenance, are now being tasked with catching human souls for the Kingdom of God. The metaphor of fishing is significant both in a literal and symbolic sense. Historically, fishing was an essential livelihood in Galilee, a region that relied on the Sea of Galilee as a vital source of income. Jesus’ use of a familiar profession to call His disciples into a new kind of work speaks to the deep connection between the ordinary life of the disciples and their extraordinary mission. The transition from the mundane to the divine is at the heart of Jesus’ message: He calls ordinary people from everyday occupations to participate in the work of God’s Kingdom. In this way, Jesus elevates the disciples’ work, transforming it from the material to the spiritual, and in doing so, He gives their lives new purpose and meaning.

Historically, the Sea of Galilee, or Lake Tiberias, was a significant geographical feature of the region. It was located in the heart of Galilee, a region that was known for its fishing industry. The towns of Capernaum, Bethsaida, and Magdala were thriving fishing villages, and it is here that much of Jesus' ministry unfolded. The Sea of Galilee, a freshwater lake, was central to the livelihoods of many of the people in this area, and for a fisherman to leave his nets meant stepping into an uncertain future. The choice of these particular disciples—Peter, Andrew, James, and John—was not arbitrary. They were local men, living in Galilee, familiar with the rhythms of the land and the lake, and yet Jesus called them away from this familiar world to something far greater. The Gospel of Matthew is intentionally specific in naming these men and emphasizing their immediate and unquestioning response to Jesus’ call.

Theologically, the calling of the disciples introduces the key idea of God’s initiative in salvation. Jesus does not wait for the disciples to seek Him out or to prove themselves worthy of His call; He actively calls them to follow. This divine initiative is a recurring theme in Matthew’s Gospel and is foundational to the understanding of discipleship in Christian theology. The calling of the disciples is not based on merit or personal achievement but is an act of grace. It foreshadows the broader message of Matthew’s Gospel, which emphasizes God’s invitation to all, regardless of status, to participate in the Kingdom of Heaven. The disciples’ willingness to follow Jesus is an act of grace, but it also reflects the central tenet of Christian discipleship: that following Jesus involves a radical reorientation of one’s life. For these fishermen, it meant abandoning their former lives, their familial responsibilities, and their livelihoods in exchange for a new mission that would bring them into direct conflict with the prevailing authorities.

The idea of a call to follow Jesus is also deeply rooted in the Jewish tradition. In the Hebrew Scriptures, there are numerous instances of God calling individuals to leave behind their old lives in order to fulfill a divine purpose. The call of Abraham in Genesis 12, for example, is a similar moment of divine initiative, where God calls Abraham to leave his homeland and become the father of a new nation. Similarly, the call of the disciples is a continuation of this tradition of divine calling, but it is now expanded to include not only Jews but the entire world. Matthew’s Gospel reflects the Jewish roots of Christianity while also making clear that Jesus’ message is universal. The calling of the disciples, who were all Jewish men, is a reminder that the Kingdom of Heaven is not limited by ethnicity or background, but that all are invited to participate.

The presence of these four disciples—Peter, Andrew, James, and John—also serves to foreshadow the role they will play in the foundation of the early Church. Peter’s role, in particular, is emphasized throughout Matthew’s Gospel, as he is depicted as the leader of the apostles. The naming of these disciples in this early stage of the narrative also hints at their eventual roles in the Apostolic ministry. Historically, these men would go on to become foundational figures in the early Christian movement. Peter, who was often impulsive and prone to doubt, would become a central figure in the establishment of the Church. James and John, the sons of Zebedee, would become known as the “sons of thunder,” symbolizing their zeal and passion for the Gospel.

In Matthew’s Gospel, the calling of the disciples serves as a crucial moment in the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation. It sets the tone for the rest of the Gospel, where the disciples will learn from Jesus, witness His miracles, and eventually share in His mission to spread the message of the Kingdom. The simplicity and immediacy of their response to Jesus’ call underscore the radical nature of discipleship. They are called not only to follow Jesus physically but to adopt a new way of life, one that reflects the values of the Kingdom of Heaven.

The call to discipleship in Matthew’s Gospel, therefore, is both a personal invitation and a communal call to a new identity. The disciples are called out of their old lives, but they are also called to become part of a new community that will carry the message of Jesus forward. The historical context of the Roman Empire, with its demands of loyalty to Caesar and its hierarchical social structure, serves as a backdrop for the radical nature of the disciples’ response. By following Jesus, they reject the conventional values of Roman society and embrace a new set of priorities that place love, service, and humility at the center of their lives. Their immediate response to Jesus' call is a profound demonstration of the trust they place in Him, and their journey, as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew, becomes a template for the spiritual journey of all Christians.

In conclusion, the calling of the disciples in Matthew's Gospel is a significant and multifaceted event. It not only marks the beginning of Jesus' ministry but also sets the stage for the unfolding of the Kingdom of Heaven on earth. The radical nature of the disciples' response reflects the demands of discipleship, which requires a willingness to leave behind the old and embrace the new. Theologically, it underscores the idea of divine initiative and grace, and historically, it highlights the social and cultural context in which the early Christian movement began to take shape. The disciples' call is a model for all Christians, demonstrating that true discipleship involves a complete transformation of life, priorities, and mission.
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