INTRODUCTION TO MATTHEW’S GOSPEL

“The Gospel according to Matthew is perhaps the most important single document in the New Testament, for in it we have the fullest and most systematic account of the birth, life, teaching, death and resurrection of the founder of Christianity, Jesus the Messiah.”   Michael Green

The first thing to say about Matthew* is that he is a Jewish writer who is aiming his book at other Jews. He wants Jewish listeners and readers to realise that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah and the one towards whom prophecies are directed in the Jewish Scriptures (our Old Testament). Matthew’s opening sentence (1 v. 1) states clearly that Jesus is the Messiah, that he is the ‘son of David’ (as the Messiah would be) and that he is the ‘son of Abraham’ (as he would be as a Jew).

But Jesus is more than this.  He is the ‘Son of God’** which Peter declares him to be in chapter 16 v 15 – 17. Jesus doesn’t deny it. Demons know who Jesus is (8 v 29) and so does the Centurion overseeing the crucifixion (27 v 54) but Jesus himself leaves people to discover for themselves who he is.  In Matthew, Jesus often refers to himself as the ‘Son of Man’ (e.g. 9 v 6 and 12 v 8) which stresses humility and humanity, as well as uniqueness as the son of man i.e. the perfect human. 

The next thing to say is that, although the book is aimed at a Jewish audience, it is clear that the good news (the ‘gospel’) about Jesus is intended to be shared way beyond the boundaries of Judaism. The mission of Jesus is to everyone. Gentile women (e.g. Rahab) are named in the genealogy (1 v 5); Gentile Magi from the East are important visitors at Jesus’ birth (2 v 1 – 12); 
A Gentile centurion is commended for his faith (8 v 10) as is a Caananite woman (15 v 21 – 28); 
a vineyard is given to other tenants i.e. not the Jews (21 v 41, 43). However, the clearest indication that the message of Jesus is a universal one is at the end of the Gospel when his disciples are told, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (28 v 19). 

It is generally accepted that Matthew, like Luke, drew much of his material from Mark. Again, like Luke, he uses an unknown source (common to both) which is known as ‘Q’. However, Matthew also has material that uniquely belongs to him.  It is thought that the Gospel was probably written in the AD 70’s after the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. 

Matthew’s Gospel is highly structured with five significant blocks of teaching doing what might colloquially be called ‘the heavy lifting’. It is highly likely that there are five blocks of teaching in reference to the five books in the Jewish Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy). In addition, there is a substantial introduction which gives us the genealogy of Jesus as well as narratives surrounding his birth, baptism and wilderness experience, and a final section which details his arrest, torture, mock trial, death and subsequent resurrection and ascension. Different writers and scholars divide the book up in different ways – the one given on the next page is a composite structure aimed at helping us understand the context of any particular verse or passage and its place in the whole.

*There is a good treatment of the arguments for, and against, the author of the Gospel attributed to the tax-collector Matthew, actually being this disciple or, in fact, being someone else in ‘The Message of Matthew’ by Michael Green (The Bible Speaks Today series). Green’s conclusion seems to be that the disciple Matthew had the skills to compile lists of either the sayings of Jesus, or the Old Testament prophecies that were fulfilled, that were eventually incorporated into the Gospel that bears his name.

**For a full discussion of the names applied to Jesus in Matthew, see ‘The Titles of Jesus in Matthew’ by Ryan Higginbottom at www.knowableword.com. 
MATTHEW’S GOSPEL: A suggested structure

The Beginning

Chapter 1 – Chapter 4 v 11			The start of everything	


Section One

Chapter 4 v 12 – Chapter 7			God’s Kingdom is here!

1st Teaching Block: Upside Down Kingdom	chapters 5 – 7 	 	Disciples & Others


Section Two

Chapter 8 – Chapter 10			…it works out like this

2nd Teaching Block:  Instructions		chapter 10			Disciples (for Others)


Section Three

Chapter 11 – Chapter 13 			Here are the reactions and the response 

3rd Teaching Block:  Parables			chapter 13			Others (& Disciples)


Section Four

Chapter 14 – Chapter 16 v 23 		Yes, this is the Messiah


Section Five

Chapter 16 v 24 – Chapter 20		But you have to take up your cross

4th Teaching Block:  Relationships		chapter 18			Disciples
	
					
Section Six

Chapter 21 – Chapter 25			Clash of the kingdoms

5th Teaching Block:  Judgement & End		chapters 23 – 25 		Disciples


The End

Chapter 26 – Chapter 28			Death, Resurrection and the Mission 
