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Introduction

 1. The Criticism of Matthew

 2. History and Theology

 3. The Synoptic Problem

 4. Unity

 5. Authorship

 6. Date

 7. Place of Composition and Destination

 8. Occasion and Purpose

 9. Canonicity

 10. Text

 11. Themes and Special Problems

 12. Literary Genre

 13. Bibliography

 14. Structure and Outline

1. THE CRITICISM OF MATTHEW

The earliest church fathers to mention this gospel concur that the author was the apostle Matthew. Papias’s 
famous statement (cf. section 3) was interpreted to mean, “Matthew composed the Logia [gospel?] in the 
Hebrew [Aramaic?] dialect and everyone interpreted them as he was able.” In other words, the apostle fi rst 
wrote his gospel in Hebrew or Aramaic, and it was subsequently translated into Greek. Matthean prior-
ity was almost universally upheld; Mark was considered an abbreviation and therefore somewhat inferior. 
These factors —  apostolic authorship (unlike Mark and Luke) and Matthean priority —  along with the fact 
that Matthew preserves much of  Jesus’ teaching not found elsewhere, combined to give this fi rst gospel 
enormous infl uence and prestige in the church. With few exceptions, these perspectives dominated gospel 
study till after the Reformation.

The consensus could not last. An indication of its intrinsic frailty came in 1776 and 1778 when, in two 
posthumously published essays, A. E. Lessing insisted that the only way to account for the parallels and 
seeming discrepancies among the Synoptic Gospels was to assume that they all derived independently from 
an Aramaic “Gospel of the Nazarenes.” Others ( J. A. Eichorn, J. G. Herder) developed this idea; and the 
supposition of a “primal gospel,” whether oral or literary, began to gain influence. Meanwhile J. J. Griesbach 
(1745 – 1812) laid the foundations of the modern debate over the “synoptic problem” (see section 3) by 
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arguing with some care for the priority of both Matthew and Luke over Mark, which was taken to be a con-
densation of the other two. In the middle of the nineteenth century, many in the Tübingen school adopted 
this view. As a result, Matthew as an historical and theological source was elevated above the other Synoptics.

By the end of the nineteenth century, a new tide was running. Owing largely to the meticulous work of 
H. J. Holtzmann (1834 – 1910), the “two-source hypothesis” gained substantial acceptance. By the beginning 
of the twentieth century, this theory was almost universally adopted, and subsequent developments were 
in reality mere modifications of this theory. B. H. Streeter, advocating a “four-source hypothesis” that was 
essentially a detailed refinement of the two-source theory, argued that Luke’s gospel is made-up of a “Proto-
Luke” that was filled out with Mark and Q.1 This raised the historical reliability of Proto-Luke to the same 
level as Mark. Streeter’s hypothesis still has some followers, and today most scholars adopt some form of the 
two-source theory or the four-source theory. This consensus has recently been challenged (see section 3).

These predominantly literary questions combined with the substantial antisupernaturalism of some 
critics toward the beginning of the twentieth century to produce various reconstructions of  Jesus’ life and 
teaching. During the 1920s and 1930s, the source criticism implicit in these efforts was largely passed by in 
favor of form criticism. Philologists first applied this method to the “folk literature” of primitive civiliza-
tions, especially the Maoris. H. Gunkel and H. Gressmann then used it to classify OT materials according 
to their “form.” New Testament scholars, especially K. L. Schmidt, M. Dibelius, and R. Bultmann, applied 
the method to the Gospels in an effort to explore the so-called tunnel period between  Jesus and the earli-
est written sources.2 They began by isolating small sections of the Gospels that they took to be units of 
oral tradition, classifying them according to form. Only the passion narrative was taken as a connected 
account from the beginning. Oral transmission was thought to effect regular modifications common to 
all such literature —  e.g., repetition engenders brevity in pronouncement stories and provides names in 
legends, rhythm and balance in didactic sayings, and multiple details in miracle stories. The form critics 
then assigned these forms to various Sitze im Leben (“life settings”) in the church.

The historical value of any pericope was then assessed against a number of criteria. For instance, the “crite-
rion of dissimilarity” was used to weed out statements attributed to  Jesus that were similar to what Palestinian 
Judaism or early Chris tian ity might have said. Only if a statement was “dissimilar” could it be ascribed with 
reasonable confidence to  Jesus. The net result was a stifling historical skepticism with respect to the canonical 
gospels. Many scholars used the same literary methods in a more conservative fashion (e.g., V. Taylor’s great 
commentary on Mark);3 but the effect of form criticism was to increase the distance between our canonical 
gospels and the historical  Jesus, a distance increased further in Matthew’s case because of the continued domi-
nance of the two-source hypothesis. Few any longer believed that Matthew the apostle was the first evangelist.4

1. B. H. Streeter, The Four Gospels (London: Macmillan, 1924).
2. See, e.g., Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. J. Marsh (Oxford: Blackwell, 1963).
3. Vincent Taylor, The Gospel according to St. Mark (2nd ed.; London: Macmillan, 1966).
4. For a convenient history of the criticism of Matthew up to this point, see, in addition to some of the major 

introductions, W. G. Kümmel, The New Testament: The History of the Investigation of Its Problems (trans. S. McL. Gilmour 
and H. C. Kee; Nashville: Abingdon, 1972); Stephen Neill, The Interpretation of the New Testament, 1861 – 1986 (2nd ed.; 
Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988).
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Following World War II a major change took place. Anticipated by George D. Kilpatrick’s study, which 
focused on the distinctives in Matthew’s theology,5 the age of redaction criticism as applied to Matthew 
began with a 1948 essay by Günther Bornkamm.6 He presupposed Mark’s priority and then in one peri-
cope sought to explain every change between the two gospels as a reflection of Matthew’s theological 
interests and biases. Redaction criticism offered one great advantage over form criticism: it saw the evan-
gelists not as mere compilers of the church’s oral traditions and organizers of stories preserved or created 
in various forms but as theologians in their own right, shaping and adapting the material in order to make 
their own points.

It became important to distinguish between “traditional” material and “redactional” material, i.e., 
between what came to the evangelist already formed and the changes and additions he made. In other 
words, while tradition may preserve authentic historical material, redactional material does not do so. It 
rather serves as the best way of discerning an evangelist’s distinctive ideas. In his meticulous study of one 
pericope, Bornkamm sought to demonstrate a better method of understanding Matthew’s theology —  a 
method that could best be discerned by trying to understand how and why Matthew changed his sources 
(esp. Mark and Q).

Countless studies poured forth in Bornkamm’s wake, applying the same methods to virtually every 
pericope in Matthew. The translation of redaction-critical studies by G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H. J. 
Held exercised profound influence in the world of New Testament scholarship.7 In 1963, the first full-scale 
redaction-critical commentary on Matthew appeared, in which Pierre Bonnard handles his tools fairly 
conservatively, frequently refusing to comment on historical questions and focusing on Matthew’s theol-
ogy and the reasons (based on reconstructed “life settings”) for it.8 His work, which is immensely valuable, 
became the forerunner of several later English commentaries (notably David Hill’s).9

Nevertheless, a rather naive optimism regarding historical reconstruction developed that influenced 
many writers, who tended to think they could read off from Matthew’s redaction the theological beliefs 
either of Matthew’s community or of the evangelist himself as he sought to correct or defend some part of 
his community. The last four or five decades displayed a wide variety of such reconstructions. Kilpatrick 
argues that the book is catechetical, designed for the church of Matthew’s time. Stendahl thinks the han-
dling of the OT quotations reflects a “school” that stands behind the writing of this gospel, a disciplined 
milieu of instruction.10 The major redaction-critical studies attempt to define the historical context in 
which the evangelist writes —  the community circumstances that call this gospel into being (it is thought) 
between AD 80 and AD 100 —  and pay little useful attention to the historical context of  Jesus. One need 

5. G. D. Kilpatrick, The Origins of the Gospel according to St. Matthew (Oxford: Clarendon, 1946).
6. Günther Bornkamm, “The Stilling of the Storm in Matthew,” in Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew (ed. 

G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H. J. Held; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963), 52 – 57.
7. Bornkamm, Barth, and Held, Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew.
8. Pierre Bonnard, L’Évangile selon Saint Matthieu (2nd ed.; Neuchatel: Delachaux et Niestlé, 1970).
9. David Hill, The Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972).

10. Krister Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew and Its Use of the Old Testament (2nd ed.; Lund: C. W. K. Gleerup, 1954).
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only think of such works as those of Trilling, Strecker, Cope, Hare, Frankemölle, and Kunzel, to name 
a few.11

Not all redaction critics interpret Matthew’s reconstructed community the same way; indeed, the dif-
ferences among them are often great. Moreover, some critics have argued that much more material in the 
Gospels (including Matthew’s) is authentic than others have thought.12 Yet the wide diversity of opinion 
suggests at least some methodological and presuppositional disarray.

Today arguments that depend almost exclusively on redaction-critical judgments are no longer in 
vogue. In line with developments that have been taking place across the field of New Testament stud-
ies, Matthean scholars reflect the enormous diversity of competing special interests. Redaction criticism 
competes with numerous other foci of interest, including narrative criticism (with its interest in plot 
development and characterization), close analysis of this book’s literary genre, the nature of oral witness, 
postfoundational epistemology, an emphasis on the theology of Matthew without bothering to try to 
sort out historical claims, attempts at delineating the social structures reflected in this gospel (and perhaps 
calling forth this gospel), and much else. The diversity of approaches is then matched by a diversity of 
conclusions. Two fairly recent general introductions to Matthew make the point tellingly. They both 
competently survey the field, but Carter holds that Matthew contains some historically reliable informa-
tion even though the focus of his work is elsewhere, while Westerholm insists that Matthew is drawing 
theological and pastoral lessons but sees a much higher place for historical fidelity.13 Similarly, the most 
recent commentaries are sharply divided. The major work by Ulrich Luz, reflected also in his brief Studies 
in Matthew, argues that Matthew is not biography but fictional narrative, while the commentary by R. T. 
France holds the opposite view.14

11. Wolfgang Trilling, Das wahre Israel: Studien zur Theologie des Matthäus-Evangeliums (München: Kosel, 1964); Georg 
Strecker, Der Weg der Gerechtigkeit (FRLANT 82; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962); O. Lamar Cope, 
Matthew: A Scribe Trained for the Kingdom of Heaven (Washington, D.C.: Catholic Biblical Association, 1976); D. R. A. 
Hare, The Theme of Jewish Persecution of Chris tians in the Gospel according to St. Matthew (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 1967); Hubert Frankemölle, Jahwebund und Kirche Christi: Studien zur Form und Traditionsgeschichte des “Evangeliums” 
nach Matthäus (Munster: Aschendorff, 1974); G. Kunzel, Studien zum Gemeindeverständnis des Matthaus-Evangeliums 
(Stuttgart: Calwer, 1978); for a survey of Matthean studies, see R. P. Martin, New Testament Foundations (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1975 – 78), 1:224 – 43, and esp. the careful essay by Graham N. Stanton, “The Origin and Purpose of 
Matthew’s Gospel: Matthean Scholarship from 1945 to 1980,” in Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt (New York: 
de Gruyter, 1982), 2:25.

12. See, e.g., B. F. Meyer, The Aims of  Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1979); R. Latourelle, Finding  Jesus through the Gospels 
(trans. A. Owen; New York: Alba, 1979); and the writings of such scholars as M. Hengel and H. Schürmann.

13. Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Sociopolitical and Religious Reading (Bible and Liberation 204; Sheffi eld: 
Sheffi eld Academic, 2001) and Matthew: Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2004); Stephen 
Westerholm, Understanding Matthew: The Early Chris tian Worldview of the First Gospel (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006).

14. Ulrich Luz, Studies in Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005); R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007); for further survey of the direction of Matthean studies, see Donald Senior, 
“Directions in Matthean Studies,” in The Gospel of Matthew in Current Study (ed. David E. Aune; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2001), 5 – 21.
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A modern commentary that aims primarily to explain the text must to some extent respond to current 
questions, the more so if it adopts a fairly independent stance, for many of these questions significantly 
affect our understanding of what the text says.15

2. HISTORY AND THEOLOGY

Few problems are philosophically and theologically more complex than the possible relationships between 
history and theology. The broader issues in the tension between these two cannot be discussed here: e.g., 
How does a transcendent God manifest himself in space-time history? Can the study of history allow, in 
its reconstructions of the past, for authority and infl uence outside the space-time continuum? To what 
extent is the supernatural an essential part of Chris tian ity, and what does it mean to approach such matters 
“historically”? What are the epistemological bases for a system professing to be revealed religion?16 Even 
the titles of recent books about  Jesus show the chasm that separates scholar from scholar on these points.17

This section will therefore ask some preliminary methodological questions.18 How appropriate and 
reliable are the various methods of studying the Gospels if we are to determine not only the theological 
distinctives of each evangelist but also something of the teaching and life of the historical  Jesus? We must 
begin by avoiding many of the historical and theological disjunctions notoriously common among NT 

15. The various periods described are not completely sealed off from the other ones, and some scholars did run against the 
tide of their age. From rather different perspectives, Adolf Schlatter (Der Evangelist Matthäus [6th ed.; Stuttgart: Calwer, 
1963]) and Ned B. Stonehouse (The Witness of Matthew and Mark to Christ [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1944]) anticipated 
the more useful and reliable elements of redaction criticism, pointing out distinctive themes in Matthew’s gospel with 
deliberate caution and precision. On the other hand, when William Hendriksen produced his large commentary (The 
Gospel of Matthew [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973]), he took relatively little note of recent developments; yet his work is 
doubtless of considerable help to pastors. Compare also the independent stances of Gerhard Maier (Matthäus-Evangelium 
[2 vols.; Neuhausen: Hanssler, 1979 – 80]) and of W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann (Matthew [Garden City, N.J.: Doubleday, 
1971]).

16. On these and similar questions, see E. E. Cairns, God and Man in Time: A Chris tian Approach to Historiography (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1979); G. H. Clark, Historiography: Secular and Religious (Nutley, N.J.: Craig Press, 1971); C. T. McIntyre, 
ed., God, History and Historians: An Anthology of Modern Chris tian Views of History (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1977); 
J. A. Passmore, “The Objectivity of History,” in Philosophical Analysis and History (ed. W. H. Doty; New York: Harper, 
1966), 75 – 94; A. C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980); Paul Barnett, Is the New Testament 
History? (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1986); and esp. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1998).

17. Contrast G. Vos, The Self-Disclosure of  Jesus: The Modern Debate about the Messianic Consciousness (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1954), and G. Vermes,  Jesus the Jew: A Historian’s Reading of the Gospels (London: Collins, 1973); or, again, contrast N. T. 
Wright,  Jesus and the Victory of God (London: SPCK, 1996), and many of the writings of John Dominic Crossan (e.g., 
The Historical  Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant [San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991]).

18. Cf. H. Palmer, The Logic of Gospel Criticism (London: Macmillan, 1968); Meyer, Aims of Jesus, esp. 76 – 110; Robert H. 
Gundry, The Use of the Old Testament in St. Matthew’s Gospel, with Special Reference to the Messianic Hope (NovTSup 18; 
Leiden: Brill, 1975), 189ff.; Birger Gerhardsson, The Reliability of the Gospel Tradition (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2001); 
Barry D. Smith, “The Historical-Critical Method,  Jesus Research, and the Chris tian Scholar,” TJ 15 (1994): 201 – 20; 
and many essays in E. Earle Ellis, History and Interpretation in New Testament Perspective (Leiden: Brill, 2001).
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scholars.19 Consider, for example, the essay by K. Tagama, who arrives at his conclusion that the central 
theme of Matthew is  “people and community” by insisting that all other important themes are mutually 
contradictory and therefore cancel one another out.20 But contradiction is a slippery category. As most 
commonly used in NT scholarship, it does not refer to logical contradiction but to situations, ideas, beliefs 
that on the basis of the modern scholar’s reconstruction of early church history are judged to be mutually 
incompatible.21

Such judgments are only as convincing as the historical and theological reconstructions undergirding 
them; and too often, historical reconstructions that in many cases have no other sources than the NT 
documents depend on illicit disjunctions. Did  Jesus preach the nearness of the end of history and of the 
consummated kingdom? Then he could not have preached that the kingdom had already been inaugu-
rated, and elements apparently denying this conclusion obviously spring from the church. Or did  Jesus 
preach that the kingdom had already dawned? Then the apocalyptic element in the Gospels must be largely 
assigned to the later church. (On this particular problem, see comments at 3:2; 10:23; ch. 24.) Was  Jesus a 
proto-rabbi, steeped in OT law and Jewish tradition? Then Paul’s emphasis on grace is entirely innovative. 
Or did  Jesus break Jewish halakah (rules of conduct based on traditional interpretations of the law)? Then 
clearly Matthew’s emphasis on the law (e.g., 5:17 – 20; 23:1 – 26) reflects the stance of Matthew’s church, 
or suggests that Matthew wishes to legislate for his church, without helping us come to grips with the 
historical  Jesus. Better yet, Matthew’s gospel may even be considered a Jewish-Chris tian reaction against 
“Paulinism.”

All such disjunctive reconstructions are suspect. Historical “contradictions,” as David Fischer has shown, 
too often reside in the eye of the historian.22 Strange combinations of ideas may coexist side by side in 
one generation, even though a later generation cannot tolerate them and therefore breaks them up. So we 
need to be cautious about pronouncing what ideas can be “historically” incompatible. Acts and the early 
Pauline epistles show us considerable diversity in the fast-growing infant church, as a number of NT stud-
ies attempt to explain.23

Reconstruction is a necessary part of historical inquiry. Sometimes meticulous reconstruction from a 
number of reliable documents shows that some further document is not what it purports to be. But as 
far as the gospel of Matthew (or any of the canonical gospels) is concerned, we must frankly confess we 
have no access to the alleged “Matthean [or Markan, Lukan, etc.] community” apart from the individual 
gospel itself. The numerous studies describing and analyzing Matthew’s theology against the background 

19. See David Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (New York: Harper & Row, 1970). A fi ne 
example is Eduard Schweizer’s statement (The Good News according to Matthew [Atlanta: John Knox, 1975], 11) that “the 
evangelist’s intent . . . was theological rather than historical.”

20. K. Tagama,  “People and Community in the Gospel of Matthew,” NTS 16 (1969 – 70): 149 – 62.
21. This is dealt with at some length in Martin Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Chris tian ity (London: SCM Press, 

1979), 35 – 68; D. A. Carson, “Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel —  After Dodd, What?” in Gospel Perspectives 
(ed. R. T. France and D. Wenham; Sheffi eld: JSOT Press, 1980 – 81), 2:115 – 21.

22. Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies.
23. See D. A. Carson, “Unity and Diversity: On the Possibility of Systematic Theology,” in Scripture and Truth (ed. D. A. 

Carson and J. D. Woodbridge; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 65 – 95.
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of Chris tian ity and Judaism contemporary with Matthew’s “community” in AD 80 – 100 (e.g., Allison, 
Carter, Stanton)24 beg a host of methodological questions. This is not to deny that Matthew’s gospel may 
have been written within a community about AD 80 or may have addressed some such community; rather, 
is it to argue the following points.

1. What Matthew aims to write is a gospel telling us about  Jesus, not a church circular addressing an 
independently known problem.25

2. There is substantial evidence that the early church was interested in the historical  Jesus and wanted 
to know what he taught and why. Equally there is strong evidence that the Gospels constitute, at least in 
part, an essential element of the church’s kerygmatic ministry, its evangelistic proclamation —  each gospel 
having been shaped for particular audiences.26

3. It is therefore methodologically wrong to read off some theme attributed by the evangelist to  Jesus 
and conclude that what is actually being discussed is not the teaching of  Jesus but an issue of AD 80, unless 
the theme or saying can be shown to be anachronistic.27

4. Matthew’s reasons for including or excluding this or that tradition or for shaping his sources must 
owe something to the circumstances he found himself in and the concerns of his own theology. But it 
is notoriously difficult to reconstruct such circumstances and commitments from a gospel about  Jesus of 
Nazareth.

5. Moreover, virtually all the themes isolated as reflections of AD 80 could in fact reflect interests of 
any decade from AD 30 to 100. In the early thirties, for instance, Stephen was martyred because he spoke 
against the law and the temple. Similar concerns dominated the Jerusalem Council (AD 49) and demanded 
thought both before and after the Jewish War (AD 66 – 70). The truth is that such themes as law and temple 
and even many christological formulations (see section 11) offer very little help in identifying a “life set-
ting” for the church in Matthew’s day. Although Matthean scholarship may advance by trying out new 
theories, no advance that forces a Procrustean synthesis based on methodologically dubious deductions 
constitutes genuine progress.

For those who are strongly influenced by the rather extreme voices of the “ Jesus Seminar,” whose mem-
bers still rely heavily on source criticism and redaction criticism, a few things must be said. This approach 
to the Gospels has been scrutinized elsewhere (e.g., Carson and the literature cited there);28 and only a few 
points need be made here.

24. Carter, Matthew and the Margins and Matthew; Stanton, “Origin and Purpose,” ch. 3; Dale C. Allison Jr., Studies in 
Matthew: Interpretation Past and Present (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005).

25. See Richard Bauckham,  Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006).
26. Graham N. Stanton,  Jesus of Nazareth in New Testament Preaching (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1974).
27. See Craig L. Blomberg,  Jesus and the Gospels (2nd ed.; Nashville: Broadman, 2009); Paul Barnett,  Jesus and the Rise of Early 

Chris tian ity: A History of New Testament Times (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1999); and esp. Bauckham,  Jesus and the 
Eyewitnesses.

28. D. A. Carson, “Redaction Criticism: On the Legitimacy and Illegitimacy of a Literary Tool,” in Scripture and Truth 
(ed. Carson and Woodbridge), 119 – 42.
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1. The “criteria of authenticity,” as has often been pointed out, are hopelessly inadequate.29 For instance, 
the “criterion of dissimilarity,” namely, that only if a statement was “dissimilar” from what Palestinian 
Judaism or early Chris tian ity might have said could it be ascribed with reasonable confidence to  Jesus, can 
only cull out the distinctive or the eccentric while leaving the characteristic untouched —  unless one is 
prepared to argue that  Jesus’ teaching characteristically never resembled contemporary Judaism and was 
never adopted by the church.

2. The analysis of the descent of the tradition, though useful in itself, is marred by four major flaws. First, 
comparative studies in oral transmission have dealt largely with periods of hundreds of years, not decades. 
On any dating of the Gospels, some eyewitnesses were still alive when the evangelists published their books. 
Second, the work of several Scandinavian scholars has drawn attention to the role of memory in Jewish 
education.30 Their work has been seriously criticized, but even their most perceptive critics recognize that 
too little attention has been paid to the power of human memory before Gutenberg —  a phenomenon 
attested in many Third-World students today.31 More impressive yet, the detailed attack on form criticism 
by Erhardt Guttgemanns is so compelling that one wonders whether form criticism is of any value as a his-
torical (as opposed to literary) tool.32 Oral traditions, especially religious oral traditions, are not conducive 
to tampering and falsification but are remarkably stable. Third, convincing reasons have been advanced for 
concluding that some written notes were taken even during  Jesus’ public ministry.33 Written material, of 
course, necessarily fits into various forms or genres; but such genres must be considered quite separately 
from the forms of oral transmission and the shaping that takes place by this means. If traditions of  Jesus’ 
words and deeds were passed on by both oral and written forms, many of the historical conclusions of the 
form-critical model collapse. Fourth, classic form criticism is intrinsically incapable of dealing historically 
with several similar sayings of  Jesus, since they all tend toward the same form.

3. More broadly, the fact that  Jesus was an itinerant preacher (see comments at 4:23 – 25; 9:35 – 38; 11:21) 
is passed over too lightly. To attempt a tradition history of somewhat similar sayings, which the evangelists 

29. See R. T. France, “The Authenticity of the Sayings of  Jesus,” in History, Criticism and Faith (ed. C. Brown; Downers 
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1976), 101 – 43; R. H. Stein, “The ‘Criteria’ for Authenticity,” in Gospel Perspectives (ed. France 
and Wenham), 1:225 – 63; Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Chris tian ity, esp. 3 – 34; Stanley E. Porter, The Criteria for 
Authenticity in Historical- Jesus Research: Previous Discussion and New Proposals ( JSNTSup 191; Sheffi eld: Sheffi eld Academic, 
2000); Simon J. Gathercole, “Redaction Criticism, Tradition-History and Myth in New Testament Theology: In 
Response to Georg Strecker,” Them 28/3 (2003): 40 – 48.

30. See H. Riesenfeld, “The Gospel Tradition and Its Beginnings,” SE 1 (1959): 43 – 65; B. Gerhardsson, Memory and 
Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written Transmission in Rabbinic Judaism and Early Chris tian ity (Lund: Gleerup, 1961); and esp. 
Samuel Byrskog,  Jesus the Only Teacher: Didactic Authority and Transmission in Ancient Israel, Ancient Judaism and the Matthean 
Community (ConBNT 24; Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1994); Samuel Byrskog, Story as History —  History as Story: The 
Gospel Tradition in the Context of Ancient Oral History (Tübingen: Mohr, 2000).

31. See W. D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1963), 464ff.; Peter H. 
Davids, “The Gospels and Jewish Tradition,” in Gospel Perspectives (ed. France and Wenham), 1:75 – 99; Peter Head, “The 
Role of Eyewitnesses in the Formation of the Gospel Tradition,” TynBul 52 (2001): 275 – 94.

32. E. Guttgemanns, Candid Questions Concerning Gospel Form Criticism (trans. W. H. Doty; Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1979).
33. See E. E. Ellis, “New Directions in Form Criticism,” in  Jesus Christus in Historie und Theologie (ed. G. Strecker; Tübingen: 

Mohr, 1975), 299 – 315.
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place in quite different contexts, overlooks the repetitive nature of itinerant ministry. Of course, each case 
must be examined on its own merits and depends in some instances on source-critical considerations; but 
we shall observe how frequently this basic observation is ignored. See especially the introductory discus-
sion on parables at 13:3a.

4. To deduce that all changes in Mark and Q (however Q may be defined), including omissions and 
additions, are the result of exclusively theological motives fails to reckon with the extreme likelihood of a 
multiplicity both of reasons for introducing changes and of sources, oral and written, within the first few 
decades (cf. Lk 1:1 – 4) and with the possibility that the author was an apostle (see section 5). While apos-
tolic authorship would not give the text more authority than nonapostolic authorship, it must affect our 
judgment of the role of oral and written sources in the making of this gospel. These factors —  multiplicity 
of sources and possible apostolic authorship —  suggest that in most instances there is no compelling reason 
for thinking that material judged redactional is for that reason unhistorical.

5. Modern redaction criticism also suffers from dependency on a particular solution to the Synoptic 
Problem (see section 3).

6. Also, redaction criticism fails to consider how many changes from Mark to Matthew (assuming Mark’s 
priority) might owe something to stylistic predilections rather than theology. For example, Frans Neirynck 
has clearly shown that Matthew’s account of the feeding of the five thousand, often said to reflect more 
clearly than Mark the institution of the Eucharist, in reality turns out to be entirely consistent with the 
stylistic changes he introduces elsewhere.34

7. Too many redaction-critical studies develop an understanding of the theology of Matthew’s gospel 
solely on the basis of the changes instead of giving adequate thought to the document as a whole. Surely 
what Matthew retains is as important to him as what he modifies. The possibility of distortion becomes 
acute when, on the basis of changes, Matthew’s distinctive theology is outlined and then anything con-
flicting with this model is reckoned to be “unassimilated tradition” or the like. It is far wiser to check the 
“changes” again and determine whether they have been rightly understood and, avoiding a priori disjunc-
tions, to seek to integrate them into all that Matthew writes down.

Such considerations do not eliminate the need for redaction criticism. In God’s providence we are able 
to compare the Synoptic Gospels with one another, and such study helps us better understand each of 
them. Matthew’s topical treatment of miracles (Mt 8 – 9), his chiastic arrangement of parables (Mt 13), the 
differences he exhibits when closely compared with Mark —  these all help us identify his distinctives more 
precisely than would otherwise be possible. Thus no responsible modern commentary on the Synoptic 
Gospels can avoid using redaction criticism. But redaction criticism, trimmed of its excesses and weaned 
from its radical heritage, throws only a little light on historical questions; and one must always guard against 
its dethroning what is essential by focusing on what is distinctive and idiosyncratic. It is best deployed when 
one is simultaneously utilizing an array of other approaches that together commit the student to attentive 
listening to the entire text.

34. F. Neirynck, “La rédaction Matthéenne et la structure du premier évangile,” in De Jésus aux evangiles (ed. I. de la Potterie; 
Gembloux: Duculot, 1967), 41 – 73, esp. 51.
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It is possible to approach the question of how much history is found in Matthew by examining the 
genre of literature —  either of the gospel as a whole or of some section of it. Perhaps a “gospel” is not 
meant to convey historical information; perhaps certain stories in Matthew are midrash and, like parables, 
make theological points without pretending to be historical. Anticipating later discussion (section 12), we 
conclude that the evangelists, including Matthew, intended that their gospels convey historical informa-
tion. This does not mean they intended to write dispassionate, modern biographies. But advocacy does 
not necessarily affect truth telling. A Jewish writer on the Holocaust is not necessarily either more or less 
accurate because his family perished at Auschwitz. Nor is it proper in the study of any document profess-
edly dealing with history to approach it with a neutral stance that demands proof of authenticity as well 
as proof of inauthenticity.35

Stewart Goetz and Craig Blomberg, in an adaptation of a Kantian argument, write:

If the assumption was that no one ever wrote history for the sake of accuracy, then no fraudulent history could 
ever be written with the expectation that it would be believed. The process of deception is parasitic on the 
assumption that  people normally write history with the intent of historical accuracy.  People must (a) acknowl-
edge the a priori truth that truth telling is the logical backdrop to lying, and (b) actually assume that  people tell 
the truth in order for a lie to be told with the expectation that it will be believed.36

So with any particular historian, including Matthew, the writer of history must be assumed reliable until 
shown to be otherwise. “The reader must make this a priori commitment if the practice of writing his-
tory is to be viable.”37 In other words, other things being equal, the burden of proof rests with the skeptic.

From this perspective, harmonization, which currently has a bad name in NT scholarship, retains a two-
fold importance: negatively, it is nothing more than one way of applying the coherence test for authenticity; 
and, positively, once we no longer insist that every gospel distinctive is the result of theological commitment 
or that the only possible sources are Mark, Q, and a little undefined oral tradition, harmonization care-
fully handled may permit the illumination of one source by another, provided legitimate redaction-critical 
distinctions are not thereby obliterated.

This commentary endeavors to apply these observations and assessments to the gospel of Matthew. 
Rigorous application would have trebled the length. Therefore, certain sections and pericopes were singled 
out for more extensive treatment (see, e.g., comments at 5:1; 6:9 – 13; 8:16 – 17; 13:3; 26:6, 17), in the hope 
that the positions outlined in this introduction could be grounded in the hard realities of the text. The aim 
must be to understand as closely as possible the gospel of Matthew.

3. THE SYNOPTIC PROBLEM

The return of the Synoptic Problem to center stage as the focus of much debate (see section 1) during 
the last several decades necessitates some assessment of the developments that impinge on questions of 
authorship, date, and interpretation of Matthew. One contributing factor to the debate is the quotation 

35. See Morna D. Hooker, “Christology and Methodology,” NTS 17 (1970 – 71): 480 – 87.
36. Stewart C. Goetz and Craig L. Blomberg, “The Burden of Proof,” JSNT 11 (1981): 39 – 63, esp. 52, emphasis theirs.
37. Ibid.
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from Papias (ca. AD 135) recorded by Eusebius.38 Several of Papias’s expressions are ambiguous: “Matthew 
synetaxato [composed? compiled? arranged?] the logia [sayings? gospel?] in Hebraidi dialekto m [in the Hebrew 
(Aramaic?) language? in the Hebrew (Aramaic?) style?]; and everyone he mrme mneusen [interpreted? translated? 
transmitted?] them as he was able [contextually, who is ‘interpreting’ what?].” The early church understood 
the sentence to mean that the apostle Matthew fi rst wrote his gospel in Hebrew or Aramaic and then it 
was translated. But few today accept this.39 Although Matthew has Semitisms, much evidence suggests it 
was fi rst composed in Greek.

The most important attempts to understand this sentence from Papias include the following.40

1. T. W. Manson made popular the view that identifies the logia with sayings of  Jesus found in Q.41 That 
would make Matthew the author of Q (a source or sources including approximately 250 verses common 
to Matthew and Luke) but not of this gospel. Papias confused the two. This view falters on two facts. First, 
it cannot explain how an important apostolic source such as the Q that this theory requires could have so 
completely disappeared that there is no other mention of it, let alone a copy. Indeed, the entire Q hypoth-
esis, however reasonable, is still only a hypothesis. Second, Papias’s two other instances of logia (recorded by 
Eusebius) suggest the word refers to both sayings and deeds of  Jesus, while Q is made up almost exclusively 
of the former. From this perspective, logia better fits the gospel of Matthew than a source such as Q.

2. This last criticism can also be leveled against the view that logia refers to OT “testimonia,” a book of 
OT “proof texts” compiled by Matthew from the Hebrew canon and now incorporated into the gospel.42 
Furthermore, it is not certain that such “testimonia” ever existed as separate books; and in any case it would 
have been unnecessary to compile them in Hebrew and then translate them, since the LXX was already well 
established. Matthew demonstrably follows the LXX in passages where Mark has parallels (see section 11).

3. If by logia Papias meant our canonical Matthew,43 then in the opinion of many scholars convinced that 
canonical Matthew was set down in Greek (e.g., David Hill), Papias was plainly wrong. Either his testimony 
must be ignored as valueless or we must suppose that Papias was right as to the language but confused the 
gospel with some other Semitic work, perhaps the apocryphal gospel according to the Hebrews.

4. Josef Kürzinger offers a possible way out of the dilemma.44 He thinks logia refers to canonical Mat-
thew but that Hebraidi dialekto m refers not to Hebrew or Aramaic language but to Semitic style or literary 

38. Eusebius, Hist.eccl., 3.39.16.
39. For general discussion of this diffi cult question, see the NT introductions and the literature cited below. For arguments 

against the view that canonical Matthew uses translation Greek, see Nigel Turner, Style (vol. 4 of A Grammar of New 
Testament Greek, ed. J. H. Moulton; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1976), 4:37 – 38.

40. For more discussion, see Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (3rd ed.; Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1970), 
34 – 37.

41. T. W. Manson, The Sayings of  Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1949), 18ff.
42. Cf. J. R. Harris, Testimonies (2 vols.; rev. ed.; Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1920); F. C. Grant, The Gospels: Their 

Origin and Their Growth (New York: Harper, 1957), 65, 144.
43. So, among others, C. S. Petrie, “The Authorship of ‘The Gospel According to Matthew’: A Reconsideration of the 

External Evidence,” NTS 14 (1967): 15 – 32.
44. J. Kürzinger, “Das Papiaszeugnis und die Erstgestalt des Matthäusevangeliums,” BZ 4 (1960): 19 – 38. The argument 

above diverges from Kürzinger at one or two minor points.
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form. Matthew arranged his gospel in Semitic (i.e., Jewish-Chris tian) literary form dominated by Semitic 
themes and devices. In this view, the last clause of Papias’s statement cannot refer to translation, since lan-
guage is no longer in view. Kürzinger points out that immediately before Papias’s sentence about Matthew, 
he describes how Mark composed his gospel by putting down Peter’s testimony; and there Mark is called 
the herme mneute ms of Peter. This cannot mean Mark was Peter’s translator. It means he “interpreted” or “trans-
mitted” (neither English word is ideal) what Peter said. If the same meaning is applied to the cognate verb 
in Papias’s statement about Matthew, then it could be that everyone “passed on” or “interpreted” Matthew’s 
gospel to the world, as he was able.

It is difficult to decide which interpretation is correct. A few still argue that Matthew’s entire gospel was 
first written in Aramaic.45 That view best explains the language of Papias, but it is not easy to reconcile with 
Matthew’s Greek. Why, for instance, does he sometimes use a Greek source such as the LXX? It cannot be 
argued that the alleged translator decided to use the LXX for all OT quotations in order to save himself 
some work, for only some of them are from the LXX. If this interpretation of Papias’s statement does not 
stand, then Papias offers no support for Matthean priority.

The other two plausible interpretations of Papias are problematic. The view that Papias was referring to 
Q or some part of it offers the easiest rendering of Hebraidi dialekto m (“in the Hebrew [Aramaic] language”) 
but provides an implausible rendering for logia. Kürzinger’s solution provides the most believable render-
ing of logia (namely, canonical Matthew) but a less likely interpretation of Hebraidi dialekto m (“in the Semitic 
literary form”). Yet this rendering is possible and makes sense of the whole,46 even though Kürzinger’s 
view has not been well received. The important point is that either of these last two views fits easily with 
a theory of Markan priority, which may also be hinted at in the fact that, as Eusebius preserves him, Papias 
discusses Mark at length before turning rather briefly to Matthew.47

Quite apart from the testimony of Papias, the NT evidence itself demands some decisions, however 
tentative, regarding the Synoptic Problem. Its boundaries are well-known. About 90 percent of Mark is 
found in Matthew, and very frequently Matthew agrees with Mark’s ordering of pericopes as well as his 
wording (see esp. chs. 3 – 4; 12 – 28). Matthew’s pericopes are often more condensed than Mark’s but have a 
great deal of other material, much of it discourses. Of this material, about 250 verses are common to Luke, 
and again the order is frequently (though by no means always) the same. In both instances the wording is 
often so similar throughout such lengthy passages that it is difficult to see oral fixation of the tradition as 
an adequate explanation. Some literary dependence seems self-evident. It is easier to support the view that 
Matthew and Luke both depend on Mark than vice versa, largely because Matthew and Mark frequently 
agree against Luke, and Mark and Luke frequently agree against Matthew, but Matthew and Luke seldom 
agree against Mark.

45. See Schlatter, Matthäus; P. Gaechter, Das Matthäus Evangelium (Innsbruck: Tyrolia-Verlag, 1963); J. W. Wenham, “Gospel 
Origins,” TJ 7 (1978): 112 – 34; see also n. 59 below.

46. LSJ, 401.
47. See the full discussion of the problem in W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 

Gospel according to Saint Matthew (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988 – 97), 1:7 – 17.
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