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PREFACE

A number of years ago my good friend Chris Thomas, who on this occasion is my editor 
as well, suggested that I prepare a monograph on the theme of Matthew’s pneumatology. 
My immediate response was to ask whether the Gospel of Matthew even has a theology of 
the Spirit. Invariably, the same response has been thrown back at me whenever I have 
mentioned to others the subject of my research. I wish to thank Chris for providing the 
original stimulus that has resulted in this book which, it is my hope, succeeds in 
demonstrating that Matthew’s Gospel not only contains some significant insights but offers 
a suggestive framework that allows for a deeper appreciation of the Spirit’s role in the 
redemptive purpose of God. It is, of course, the prerogative of each reader to judge 
whether that hope is justified, and no doubt some will decide (pray let it be said in a 
waggish tone!) that I should have trusted my initial instincts. I should like to add, 
however, that preparing this study has only increased my already considerable respect for 
the first evangelist as a remarkable teacher in whom great erudition and subtlety find 
expression in crisp and stylish prose.

In the course of completing this project I have become indebted to many, some of 
whom I wish to acknowledge at this time and in that way make some small recompense. I 
have already referred to the involvement of Chris Thomas, who has taken a keen interest in 
this study from its inception. Over the years Chris has been a stalwart friend and mentor, 
as well as a perfect model of Pentecostal scholarship. I owe a very special obligation to 
Paul Oxley, my former colleague and department head at Emmanuel College (Franklin 
Springs, Georgia), who during the early stages of this study offered much needed 
encouragement and support. Some of the material that has gone into this book originally 
appeared in papers presented to the Society for Pentecostal Studies and the European 
Pentecostal and Charismatic Research Association. I wish to thank the many members of 
those organizations who responded to my work on those occasions. Portions of chapter 1, 
although now significantly expanded and revised, appeared earlier in ‘“Never Has 
Anything Like This Been Seen in Israel”: The Spirit as Eschatological Sign in Matthew’s



Gospel’, JPT8 (1996), pp. 31-51. The same is true of some sections of chapter 2 which 
appeared in ‘“Speaking against the Holy Spirit”: The Correlation between Messianic Task 
and National Fortunes in the Gospel of Matthew’, 3 (1993), pp. 51-70. I was 

fortunate to have many audiences on which to test the contents of the study as it was in 
development. Especially beneficial was my interaction with Studentenfur Christus groups 
in Tubingen and Brussels. I feel a particular obligation to John and Anita Koeshall who 
have been such gracious and kind hosts whenever I have stayed with them in Brussels. I 
must also express my appreciation for George and Daphne Norwood, whose work among 
University students in Germany is to be admired. Veiy special thanks go to George who is 
without question my favorite theological sparring partner. I also owe a debt to the students 
of Northwest College (Kirkland, Washington), where I have now taught for four years, 
whose contribution to this study has been significant. I would also like to note my 
appreciation to the grantors and trustees of the Pope Faculty Research and Enrichment 
Grant for the financial award that has facilitated the completion of the project. My greatest 
thanks, however, are reserved for my wife Judy who never complains when the demands 
of scholarship take me away from home or make me less than amiable when I am at home.
I know of no one who better exemplifies the grace and goodness that defines the work of 
God’s Spirit.
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INTRODUCTION

When it comes to the theology of the Spirit presented in the Gospels, Matthew and Mark 
are generally relegated to a secondary position in favour of Luke and John. Whereas the 
latter are treated as evangelists keenly interested in developing and clarifying the references 
to the Spirit they found in the tradition, the former are viewed as less attentive to the topic, 
certainly incorporating some traditional material about the Spirit into their Gospels but 
without too much reflection and evidently not due to the motivation of a specific theological 
intention. It comes as no surprise then that Matthew’s theology of the Spirit has received 
very little attention and that what notice there is invariably tends to reinforce the prejudice 
that Matthew lacks a particular theological interest in the subject of the Spirit. The purpose 
of this study is not to argue that Matthew’s contribution to pneumatology is as significant 
as that of Luke or John, but rather to demonstrate that there is in Matthew a thoughtful and 
carefully nuanced description of the activity of the Spirit. Specifically, Matthew is very 
careful to note that the eschatological redemption he describes in his Gospel is the direct 
result of the operation of the Spirit of God. Matthew does tend to be economical in his 
references to the Spirit, and this has no doubt contributed to the perception that he is not 
interested in matters of pneumatology. Yet such a cursory statistical assessment should not 
be permitted to obscure what is an important theological emphasis in the Gospel. 
Matthew’s references to the Spirit, few as they are, occur at defining moments in the life of 
Jesus, notably in connection with those events critical to the salvation he came to bring 
about. Matthew further notes the involvement of the Spirit in the lives of those committed 
to following Jesus and continuing the redemptive work he had begun. By connecting the 
Spirit uniquely, and yet unmistakably, with the accomplishment of God’s redemptive 
purpose Matthew has actually heightened the theological role of the Spirit in his Gospel.

In view of this it is perhaps remarkable that Matthew’s interest in the Spirit has 
received such scant notice. Although his Gospel contains less teaching on the Spirit than is 
the case with John’s Gospel, its contribution would seem to compare satisfactorily with 
that of Luke’s Gospel. Yet Matthew’s view of the Spirit has not been examined in any



degree comparable to that which has been accorded the perspective of Luke’s Gospel. This 
is, of course, due to the fact that Luke’s companion volume, the book of Acts, contains 
many additional references to the Spirit which echo and expand upon those of the Gospel 
and thus invite a careful analysis of both books. Matthew has written only the single 
volume, an account of the good news of the presence of God’s rule, and yet his treatment 
of the Spirit while different in emphasis from Luke is, in its own way, as penetrating and 
comprehensive. As with Luke he goes beyond Mark in connecting the Spirit to more than 
just the baptism and temptation of Jesus. Prior to these events, which mark the beginning 
of Jesus’ ministry, Matthew associates the Spirit with the conception of Jesus, thus 
pushing forward the starting-point of the eschatological redemption, and following them he 
draws attention to the Spirit as the defining element in the messianic work of Jesus. In 
addition, Matthew goes beyond what both Mark and Luke include in their Gospels to the 
extent that he links the Spirit to the death and resurrection of Jesus, the central redemptive 
event, and refers to the baptism of disciples, a ritual which not only fulfils the words of 
John the Baptist concerning the spiritual baptism to be administered by the one coming after 
him, but one according to which the followers of Jesus’ come to share in the baptismal 
experience of their master and thereby become qualified to continue his work. Thus, 
certain aspects of the Spirit’s operation which Luke reserves for his second volume are 
assumed by Matthew in his Gospel.

Matthew’s presentation of the Spirit’s activity is clearly not limited in scope, but 
neither is it explicit or straightforward. This, more than any other reason, would seem to 
account for the failure to recognize the substance of Matthew’s pneumatology. As is 
characteristic of Matthew’s theological idiom, his perspective on the Spirit is elaborated in a

quite subtle fashion.1 In consequence, it is not possible to gain a thorough understanding 
of Matthew’s theology of the Spirit simply by means of the careful examination of those 
texts in which ‘Spirit’, or related, vocabulary occurs, or by analyzing the contents of the 
Gospel in terms of such traditional categories as ‘prophecy’, ‘power’, and ‘purity’. These 
are necessary elements in researching the topic, yet of greater importance is an appreciation 
of the role of the Spirit in the narrative Matthew has constructed. Matthew is writing a 
story about the fulfilment of God’s redemptive purpose. It is a story that is very much 
informed by, even as it seeks to extend, that much larger narrative which Matthew and his

1 In his book, The Holy Spirit: Growth o f a Biblical Tradition (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1976), G. T. 
Montague aptly entitles his chapter on the pneumatology of Matthew’s Gospel: ‘The Discreet
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readers would be familiar with from the OT scriptures. As a careful student of these 
scriptures Matthew would be aware of the Spirit’s function in the creative, redemptive, and 
restorative work of God. From his reading of the prophets, in particular, he would 
recognize the central role of the Spirit in the eschatological redemption. All of this has 
shaped his theology of the Spirit which is one deeply rooted in the eschatological hopes 
found in Israel’s prophets and one constantly reflective of OT expectation. To fully 
understand Matthew’s theology of the Spirit it must be examined within this larger context.

The Scope o f the Study
It is soon evident to the reader of Matthew’s Gospel that the author is eager to show that the 
fulfilment of OT prophetic expectation takes place in the coming of Jesus the Messiah. In 
the numerous fulfilment quotations, found especially in the opening chapters of the Gospel, 
Matthew observes that certain exceptional events in Jesus’ life ‘fulfil’ what had been 
spoken through one or other of the OT prophets. These citations are designed to 
underscore the fact that history is ordered of God and point to the continuity that resides 
within the divine purpose. Yet, for Matthew these OT quotations are more than mere 
predictions regarding the life of the Messiah (i.e., that he would be conceived in a particular 
manner, or bom in a particular place); rather, they reveal a pattern of recurrence in G od’s 
redemptive activity. Persons, places, and events of an earlier time become paradigms of 
what happens at a later time. Through the juxtaposition of the original contexts of these 
quotations with the context of Jesus’ life Matthew creates a framework of recapitulation, 
wherein certain events of crucial significance to an earlier stage in salvation history (e.g. the 
exodus out of Egypt) are repeated in the events of Jesus’ life (e.g. his sojourn as an infant 
to and from Egypt). Yet, at the same time, the emphasis is on more than mere repetition, 
since the event in Jesus’ life ‘fulfils’ the earlier event, inasmuch as it brings to completion 
the redemptive work of God associated with the earlier event. Thus, although the events of 
Jesus’ life may be modeled after these earlier events they are clearly of far greater 
importance since they alone belong to the time of fulfilment. This pattern of recurrence 
which Matthew detects in the redemptive activity of God is also central to his understanding 
of the role of the Spirit. His study of the OT would have informed him that the Spirit was a 
key actor in God’s redemptive work of the past. Moreover, he would have been familiar 
with the prophetic emphasis that the future time of blessing for the people of God will be 
the occasion of a fresh and dramatic intervention of the Spirit. Matthew would know that

Pneumatology of Matthew’.
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the Spirit was to play an essential role in the final outworking of God’s purpose. 
Therefore, when Matthew draws attention to the presence of the Spirit at key events in 
Jesus’ life it is safe to assume that he does this intentionally. It would appear that 
Matthew’s references to the Spirit perform a function similar to that of the fulfilment 
quotations. That is to say, they serve as indicators that the time of fulfilment has come.

In order to provide a comprehensive analysis of the role of the Spirit in the 
accomplishment of the eschatological redemption, this study is organized along the lines 
suggested by Matt 1.21 which, in terms of the larger narrative of the Gospel, functions as 
the thematic or programmatic text. According to this verse, Joseph is instructed by the 
angel of the Lord to name Mary’s son ‘Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins’. 
In these words the story line of the Gospel is stated concisely. It is a narrative which 
features a principal character, Jesus, whose mission is to save. The central dramatic 
element of the narrative is the deliverance from sin which he has come to bring about. The 
story also concerns his people who stand in need of deliverance and come to experience the 
redemption of God. This investigation accordingly develops over three chapters which 
treat the Spirit in relation to the three theological categories of Christology (Spirit and 
Messiah), Soteriology (Spirit and Redemption), and Ecclesiology (Spirit and Community). 
Of course, it is neither practicable nor expedient to stringently limit the contents of the 
chapters to only one topic. The discussion in chapter 1, for example, does not examine 
exhaustively every relevant christological issue, more is added in the subsequent chapters, 
but does include matters touching on the redemptive work of Jesus and the people who 
benefit from this work. All three topics are inextricably linked and the theological shape of 
each receives clearer definition as the study develops. Structuring the material in this 
manner is beneficial in that it gives direction and focus to the study while at the same time 
rooting it in the narrative concerns of the Gospel itelf.

It is certainly the case that Matthew reflects an lively interest in the story of G od’s 
dealings with his people. The fact that the Gospel’s opening verse includes the word 
‘genesis’ and its final verse concludes with the phrase ‘until the end of the age’ intimates 
that Matthew wishes to provide his readers with a reasonably complete treatment of the 
long-standing and complex relationship between God and his human workmanship which 
was created in the beginning and is being redeemed in the present so as to enter his 
kingdom in the future. While Matthew does not provide a full account of this story as 
such, he does make frequent allusion to it in the course of his narrative. It is certainly the 
case that the story of God and his people provides the constant backdrop to the story of
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Jesus and enables the reader to more fully understand the meaning of his life and teaching. 
When the Gospel opens Jesus is introduced as the messianic figure in whom the hopes and 
longings of the people of God, which had remained unanswered, find their fulfilment. He 
is presented as one whose relationship with the Spirit of God is unprecedented and thus as 
one uniquely prepared and competent to bring about all the anticipated good identified with 
this eschatological redeemer. Yet for this end to be accomplished it is necessary that Jesus 
the Messiah bring the story of God’s people back on course. When Israel was sent into 
exile the realization of God’s intentions for his people had been, at least temporarily, 
frustrated. For as long as the people remained in this state of separation from God the 
fulfilment of promise remained elusive. This severe judgment separating the people of 
Israel from their Lord essentially corresponded to the breakdown of the covenant 
relationship occasioned by the people’s sins. For this reason, the restoration of that 
relationship would be possible only through the people’s deliverance from their sins. 
Matthew presents Jesus as the one in whom this deliverance and restoration takes place. 
Throughout his narrative evidence is set forth supporting the picture of Jesus as the one in

whom the restoration of the people of God occurs.2 In his messianic ministry the people 
are invited to return to God and in his death the covenant relationship is renewed. Only 
when the relationship is restored does the story of God’s people move forward and the 
promises find fulfilment. For Matthew the disciples of Jesus, who constitute the restored 
people of God, now carry forward this messianic mission of restoring all people to 
relationship with God. Their task is to summon people of every nation into relationship 
with God so that all might participate in the the gracious benefits of his rule.

The central motif in this redemptive drama of separation from and restoration to 
God is the disclosure and withdrawal of God’s ‘face’ or presence. The story of G od’s 
relationship with humanity is marked by impressive episodes accentuating either the 
presence or absence of God. At the very beginning of the relationship Adam and Eve 
appear to enjoy direct contact with Yahweh. Yet, significantly, sin leads to separation. 
They hide themselves from the presence of Yahweh and are ultimately driven from the 
garden. Thus begins the redemptive narrative of the Bible: the relationship which is broken 
through human sin must be restored through God’s gracious activity. When God calls

2 Discussion of this point can be found in B. Charette, The Theme o f Recompense in M atthew’s Gospel 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), pp. 51-60; 64-82; referencecan also be made to the discussion of Matthew’s 
Gospel in N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People o f God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), pp. 
384-90.
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Abraham, whose intimate relationship with God is indicated by the designation G od’s 
‘friend’ (cf. 2 Chron 20.7; Isa 41.8), the purpose is that through him all peoples on earth 
might be blessed. God eventually establishes a covenant relationship with the descendants 
of Abraham so that as a holy and righteous people they might represent him before the 
other nations and so become an instrument of blessing to them. However, the covenant is 
broken almost immediately when the people sin by worshipping the golden calf. The 
separation this occasions is highlighted by the removal of God’s presence. Only as the 
result of the determined intercession of Moses does Yahweh relent and renew the promise 
of presence. He remains with the Israelites and his presence in their midst finds visible 
expression in the wilderness tabernacle and later in the temple at Zion. It is this reality of 
the divine presence, more than any other factor, which distinguishes Israel as the true 
people of God. The subsequent story of Israel, however, is essentially one of continual 
disobedience. Through words and deeds the people insult Yahweh, acting defiantly before 
his very eyes (Isa 3.8). This culminates in the final breakdown of the covenant and the 
pronounced removal of God’s presence. The glory of God abandons the temple and the 
people are forced from the land Yahweh had given them. In effect, they are banished from 
his presence (cf. 2 Kings 17.20; 24.20). Nonetheless, in exile the hope burgeoned that 
God’s redeeming presence would once again restore them. It is noteworthy that at Deut 
4.37 the initial deliverance of Israel from Egypt is attributed to God’s own presence and 
great power. This perspective on the source and agency of that great act of deliverance 
finds an echo in Isa 63.9 where the redeeming effects of God’s presence are recalled in 
order to encourage the nation in exile. The implication of this act of prophetic remembrance 
is that the presence of Yahweh which had delivered the people at the time of the exodus will 
deliver them again in the future. If exile denoted the withdrawal of God’s presence, the 
renewal of his presence would signify the time of redemption.

This Isaiah passage is of further significance in that it identifies the presence of God 
with his Spirit. God had saved them with his presence (v. 9), yet they grieved his holy 
spirit (v. 10). This association of the the Holy Spirit with the presence of God is also 
indicated by the parallelism of Ps 51.13 [1 1 ]: ‘Do not cast me away from your presence, do 
not take away from me your holy spirit.’ The parallelism of Ps 139.7 might also be 
compared: ‘Where can I escape from your spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?’ It

is striking that within the Hebrew Bible the term ‘holy spirit’ (ETTp ITH) appears in only

two contexts, at Ps 51.13 and Isa 63.10-11, and that in both cases the Spirit is identified
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with the presence of God. This confluence of the two concepts would undoubtedly colour 
the meaning of the term ‘holy spirit’ for those familiar with the Hebrew scriptures. It is 
very probable that this association of the Holy Spirit with the presence of God exercised 
considerable influence on Matthew’s understanding since, as will become clear in this 
study, it is the presence of the Holy Spirit which initiates and effects the eschatological

redemption.3 The opening chapters of the Gospel attest to the renewal of God’s activity in 
Israel after a period of many centuries during which the nation experienced what might be

termed a drought of the Spirit.4 Such a renewal had been envisioned by the prophets and 
associated with the coming time of redemption when God would restore his people. 
Owing to the decisive involvement of God’s Spirit, this time of deliverance is at times 
represented as a new beginning, as the new creative work of God. God would be present 
among his people restoring what had become lost and damaged in his creation. The title of 
this study ‘Restoring Presence’ focuses attention on two aspects of the redemptive activity. 
On the one hand, the Spirit is the presence of God effecting the work of restoration of 
which the prophets spoke. At the same time, the very fact the Spirit is active among the 
people of God indicates that the presence of God itself has been restored. God’s presence 
is restored so that his presence might restore.

Method and Approach

Before discussing Matthew’s theology of the Spirit, some comment should be made 
concerning the method and approach followed in this study. In the course of exegeting 
certain passages crucial to the topic it soon became evident that a more intriguing, and 
indeed more correct, analysis of the Spirit in Matthew required an investigation of how this 
theme relates to the larger issue of Matthew’s use and understanding of the OT. That 
Matthew was profoundly influenced by the OT, particularly the prophetic corpus, when 
composing his Gospel requires little defence. He repeatedly punctuates significant events

3 One significant drawback in the otherwise valuable study of Matthew’s presence motif by D. D. Kupp,
( Matthew s Emmanuel: Divine Presence and God’s People in the First Gospel [Cambridge: CUP, 1996]) is 
his failure to recognize that for Matthew the Holy Spirit plays an elemental role in the redemptive plan. 
Almost as if trr safeguard the-primacy of Jesus, Kupp tends to set pneumatological and christological 
concerns in competition with each other not appreciating that Matthew’s christology presupposes and is • 
supported by his pneumatology.

4 Note the words with which J. Jeremias concludes the section entitled T he Return of the Quenched Spirit’ 
in his New Testament Theology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1971), p. 85: The presence of the, 
spirit is a sign of the dawn of the time of salvation. Its return means the end of judgment and the
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in Jesus’ life and ministry with scriptural quotations, thereby indicating that with the 
coming of Jesus much of what the prophets had looked forward to is now fulfilled. In 
addition to these quotations, which provide clear insight into Matthew’s intention, the 
Gospel contains numerous allusions to the OT which provide the interpreter with additional 
material for piecing together a more complete picture revealing Matthew’s assessment of the 
correspondence between prophetic expectation and the fulfilment realized in the coming of 
the Messiah. It is certainly the case that the majority of passages treated in this study 
contain either explicit or implicit references to the OT. Thus a major interest of the 
following discussion will be to examine how Matthew’s understanding of the OT and its 
fulfilment influenced his understanding of the Spirit.

For this reason very little attention is given to the deliberation on the role and 
function of the Spirit found in Jewish literature of the second temple and rabbinic periods. 
This approach should not be interpreted as a dismissal of the value of that material in 
bringing to light contemporary perspectives on the Spirit, nor as an assertion that Matthew, 
most probably Jewish himself, was not influenced by the theological currents of his day. 
The main justification for this methodological decision is simply that whereas the influence 
of the OT on Matthew is very definite and substantial the influence of contemporary 
thought is far less clear and possibly negligible. The approach adopted in this study is 
minimalist in the sense that only those influences on Matthew’s thought of which the 
interpreter can be certain are considered. Matthew goes to great lengths to instruct his 
readers that the theological purpose of his narrative is best apprehended when read in 
connection with the OT. It is reasonable to assume therefore that Matthew’s teaching on 
the Spirit is more precisely understood when viewed directly against the backdrop provided 
by such canonical writings than against later developments within the tradition which these 
writings engendered. Far too frequently scholarship is inclined to note and expound upon 
superficial parallels or differences between Matthew and contemporary documents before 
adequately interpreting the Gospel in a manner consistent with and reflective of its own 
hermeneutical recommendations. Though it might appear paradoxical, one should think 
that by thus restricting its own field of vision this study will in fact do greater justice to the 
Matthean perspective.

Since this study concerns Matthew’s theology of the Spirit, as opposed to that of 
the historical Jesus, and seeks to be responsive to the compositional strategy of the 
evangelist, little attention will be directed to matters of tradition and redaction. It is

beginning of the time of grace. God is turning towards his people.’
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assumed that Matthew has creatively shaped and modified the traditional material he took 
over in accordance with his own theological vision. The investigation of the sources of the 
material he utilizes would contribute little to the study even if certainty on such matters was 
attainable. It is sufficient to draw attention to those features which are unique to Matthew’s 
nanrative and to note the distinctive colouring he gives to that material which is paralleled 
elsewhere in the synoptic record. Through careful reflection on such details and sensitivity 
to compositional techniques such as the organization of blocks of material, the orderin® of 
specific items, and the foreshadowing and echoing of themes, Matthew’s distinctive 
perspective on the Spirit gradually comes into view. In order to concentrate the focus of 
the study on Matthew’s thought, where it truly belongs, all reference to and discussion of 
the secondary literature is confined to the footnotes. The present investigation is, of 
course, itself merely an interpretation of Matthew and as such subject to appraisal and 
criticism, however, it does seem proper that the text of the Gospel be heard without the 
continual interruption of other voices, though they be learned and helpful. This is not 
intended to be a review of scholarly discussion but rather an attempt to hear what Matthew 
has to say on a topic about which, if the scholarly consensus is correct, he would seem to 
have formed little or no opinion.
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Chapter 1

‘I Will Put My Spirit Upon Him’
Spirit and Messiah in Matthew

There can be little doubt that Matthew wants his readers to recognize that Jesus is the 
Messiah of Israel. As he recounts the story of Jesus in a manner which underscores his 
unique eschatological significance, one designation that Matthew finds most useful to 
identify the person and role of his subject is ‘Messiah’. Certainly the messiahship of Jesus 
is emphasized more in Matthew than in the other synoptic Gospels. This can be seen in the 

relative frequency with which the title ‘Christ’ (/p tatoc;) appears in Matthew as compared 

with Mark and Luke (Matthew: 16x; Mark: 7x; Luke 12x),‘ as well as in the particular 
attention the evangelist gives the appellation. That Matthew should be so drawn to this 
particular title in his portrayal of Jesus is significant, for it calls attention to a central aspect 
of Jesus’ identity and work, namely that he is the ‘anointed one’. This designation does 
point to Jesus as the divinely established ruler, and yet, what is more important, as the one 
whose person and task are profoundly influenced and directed by the Spirit of God. He is 
the one in whom and through whom the eschatological Spirit fully operates. It is because 
Jesus is this ‘anointed’ figure that God is able to accomplish through him his redemptive 
purposes. Given Matthew’s keen interest in demonstrating that the fulfillment of the 
prophetic hope traced through the OT takes place in Jesus, it is not surprising that he 
should be attracted to this category of Messiah.

In this chapter no attempt will be made to provide a comprehensive overview of 
Matthew’s christology. Rather, attention will be directed to the Spirit’s relationship to 
Jesus, noting, in particular, the part played by the Spirit in empowering and enabling Jesus

1 If one aeeepts-the variant-reading at lfv.21, thefe are 17 Feferenees-te- xpt^x©^ in-Matthews The_ Greek 
transliteration M eaaiuc (of the Hebrew l"TOO) is rare in the NT, appearing only twice in John’s Gospel 
(1.41; 4.25). More usual is the translation ^ptoxoc, as is the case in the LXX.



to fulfil the messianic task.2 Following a brief overview of Matthew’s references to Jesus 
as the Messiah, in which their nature and placement within the Gospel are noted, the 
subject of anointed leadership in the OT will be reviewed since this provides the essential 
background to Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as Messiah. Special attention will be given to 
that complex of passages, found primarily in the Psalms and Prophets, which gave rise to 
messianic expectation and which stand behind NT ideas concerning the Messiah. This 
review will particularly focus on what it is that this coming ‘anointed one’ was expected to 
accomplish. Then begins a closer examination of those texts in Matthew’s Gospel which 
describe the relationship between the Spirit and Jesus the Messiah. Although the central 
concern of this chapter is christology, it will not treat all aspects of the anointed one’s task. 
The complete picture will emerge only after a more detailed examination of the salvation he 
comes to effect (chapter 2) and of the community he comes to establish (chapter 3). To that 
extent the entire study will treat questions of christology. The passages discussed in this 
first chapter will begin to show how Matthew supports his claim that Jesus is the Messiah, 
that figure of fulfilment anointed by God’s Spirit to effect the eschatological salvation of his 
people.

Jesus as ‘Messiah’ in Matthew

In focusing attention on the single christological term xptoxo<;, it is not suggested that such 

a restricted study will result in an adequate understanding of Matthew’s christology. 
However, the study of this particular term does provide a useful entree into Matthew’s 
presentation of Jesus the Messiah. At the same time, the term serves as a reminder that for 
Matthew christology cannot be separated from pneumatology. Inherent in the claim that 
Jesus is the Messiah is the reality of his intimate association with the Spirit. It is the Spirit 
of God that gives both impetus and direction to the messianic mission.

It was noted above that Matthew uses the term xpioxot; more often than do the 

other Synoptic evangelists and about three-quarters of these occurrences can be described 
as redactional.3 Matthew clearly recognizes that the term is one freighted with ambiguity 
and thus a potential source of confusion. Yet, at the same time, he does not hesitate to 
apply it to Jesus. This means, of course, that the term is subject to a certain amount of

2 It has been observed by G. N. Stanton (‘Christology and the Parting of the Ways’ in A Gospel fo r a New 
People: Studies in Matthew. [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992], p. 180) that ‘Matthew’s emphasis on the 
Spirit’s relationship to Jesus is a neglected aspect of his Christology.’
3 Cf. 1.1, 16, 17, 18; 2.4; 11.2; 16.20; 23.10; 24.5; 26.68; 27.17, 22.
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definition within the course of the Gospel narrative. The purpose of this brief overview is 
to note Matthew’s distinctive presentation and use of the term and to draw some 
conclusions as to what this reveals concerning Matthew’s understanding of Jesus.

It is significant that xpioxot; is the first christological title that appears in Matthew 

(1 .1).4 This suggests that ‘Messiah’ is the one category of understanding Matthew wishes 
his readers to carry with them from the very beginning.5 This is confirmed by the 
repetition of the term in the succeeding verses (1.16, 17, 18). In this introductory cluster 
of references the emphasis is on the royal connotations of the term. In 1.1 the title ‘Christ’ 
is immediately followed and, to an certain extent, elucidated by a second title, ‘Son of 
David’, which, in view of the following genealogy, is clearly a royal designation. It is 
noteworthy that this genealogy is structured in such a way as to reach its climactic point in 
Jesus the Christ (vs 16, 17), suggesting that the royal hopes that lived on in Israel 
throughout the time period outlined by the third section of the genealogy find their answer 
in him. This royal emphasis continues into chapter 2, where the title ‘the Christ’ is brought 
into close association with the designation ‘king of the Jews’ (2.1-4). The Magi come 
seeking one bom ‘king of the Jews’ (v. 2) and this causes Herod to make inquiries as to 
where ‘the Christ’ was to be bom (v. 4). The citing of Mic 5.1 [2], which serves as the 
response to Herod’s question, adds additional royal description by identifying the Christ as 
the shepherd ruler who would come forth from the Davidic village of Bethlehem. In 
Herod’s mind this new bom king presents a political threat and therefore he attempts to kill 
the child.

This emphasis on the royal associations of the term also dominates the concluding 
chapters of Matthew. When Jesus is tried before the Sanhedrin, Caiaphas the high priest 
asks him directly if he is ‘the Christ, the Son of God’ (26.63). Jesus’ response, though 
intentionally vague (‘You have said’; v. 64) and thus appropriate to the ambiguous nature 
of the term, is nonetheless understood as affirmative. This is confirmed in v. 68 when 
those present begin to strike him and taunt him with the words, ‘Prophesy to us, Christ! 
Who is the one that struck you?’. The Jewish leadership, like Herod before them, 
primarily understand the title in a political sense and are therefore able to use it against

4 There is some debate over whether xptoxot; in 1.1 should be readas a proper name or as a title. The term 
XpiOTOQdoes appear without the article, which may suggest that It|(jo'G X ptaw O is to be read as a double 
name. However, since it is immediately followed by ‘son of David’, itself an important title in Matthew, 
and later by titular uses of xptoxo<; in 1.16, 18, it is likely that the word is meant to have titular 
significance here.
s This is not to imply that the title xptaxog holds a place of primacy in Matthew’s christology.
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Jesus when they bring him before Pilate. This is evident from the opening question Pilate 
puts to Jesus, ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’ (27.11). It is noteworthy that throughout 
the trial before Pilate the titles ‘Christ’ and ‘King of the Jews’ are treated as equivalent 
(27.11, 17, 22). Finally, when Jesus is crucified the charge against him, placed over his 
head, read, ‘This is Jesus, the King of the Jews (27.37). Matthew affirms that Jesus is the 
Messiah and he records that Jesus himself accepted the title. Yet he wants his readers to 
know that, from the beginning to the end of his life, the true nature of his messiahship was 
not understood and led to violent responses against him.

If in Matthew’s opening and concluding references to the term ‘Christ’ the 
emphasis is placed on its royal and political associations, the intervening references serve to 
mould a more nuanced understanding. It is not without significance that three of these 
references occur in contexts in which the identity of Jesus has itself become the issue. 
Following the infancy narratives the next reference to Jesus as Messiah appears at 11.2. In 
this passage John the Baptist, now imprisoned, has heard about ‘the works of the Christ’ 

(xcx epya xot) Xpiaxofi). Far from settling his mind, this information leads him to 

inquire as to whether or not Jesus is ‘the coming one’ (v. 3). The phrase ‘the works of the 
Christ’, which does not appear in the Lukan parallel,6 is most probably Matthew’s own 
descriptive addition. Two matters of importance respecting this phrase need to be noted. 
First, in Jesus’ reply to John, the ‘works’ John had heard about are annotated with 
reference to specific items from Isaiah’s description of the eschatological redemption of the 
people of God (cf. Isa 35.5-6; 61.1). For Jesus these do indeed point to his identity as the 
coming ‘messianic’ figure. However, the ‘beatitude’ of v 6 indicates that the matter is an 
ambiguous one: those who take no offense at the remarkable nature of Jesus’ messianic 
mission are pronounced blessed. Second, these ‘works of the Christ’ refer to what is both 
‘heard’ and ‘seen’ (v. 4): the proclamation of the good news of the kingdom to the poor 
and the acts of physical healing. This language points back to the entire preceding narrative 
of Jesus’ ministry which in Matthew’s view is characterized by both ‘word’ and ‘deed’. 
Although it has been several chapters since Matthew’s earlier references to Jesus as 
Messiah, this phrase points to the messianic significance of their contents. This double 
reference to the teaching and miracle working components of the messianic task is alluded 
to laterin the Gospel. A t23.10 Jesus identifies himself, albeit indirectly, as the Christ who 

functions as the authoritative teacher (Ka0T]YT|xi)<;) of the community of disciples. At

Luke 7.18 reads: ‘John’s < things.’
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24.5, 23-24 he warns against false messiahs (\|/eu8oxpiaTOi) who will declare they are 

the Christ and seek to substantiate the claim by performing great signs and wonders.
The second passage where the term ‘Christ’ is introduced into a context treating the 

question of Jesus’ identity concerns Peter’s famous confession. Jesus questions his 
disciples first about general opinion regarding his identity and then more specifically about 
their own belief. Peter, in his role as spokesman for the disciples, answers, ‘You are the 
Christ, the Son of the living God’ (16.16). In Matthew not only does Jesus readily accept 
this confession that he is the Messiah but, what is more, he observes, once again using the 
language of blessing, that the source of this confession is a revelation granted by the Father 
(v. 17). Peter and the others have witnessed Jesus’ words and deeds; nonetheless, the 
point here is that God’s revelatory assistance is required if they are to fully apprehend 
Jesus’ identity on the basis of these works. In part, it is because such revelation is 
essential to a proper understanding that Jesus commands his disciples to tell no one that he 
is the Christ (v. 20).7 The general population were also witnesses of Jesus’ words and 
deeds, yet in their case this did not result in an accurate assessment of his identity. 
Presumably, as was the case earlier with John, the works of Jesus did not match their idea 
of messiahship. Of course, Peter himself raises objections when Jesus adds to these 
‘works’ the elements of suffering and death. The confession of Peter stands at a very 
important juncture in Matthew, inasmuch as Jesus now begins to speak of his passion and 
thus adds a deeper dimension to his messianic role.

The final passage in this review is one in which Jesus himself introduces the subject 
of the Messiah. Following a series of confrontations in which Jesus ably handles the 
questioning of his opponents, he puts a question to the Pharisees, ‘What do you think 
about the Christ? Whose son is he?’ (22.42). In response to their somewhat predictable 
answer, ‘The Son of David’, Jesus points out the problem presented by Psalm 110.1, 
where David, the presumed author of the psalm, refers to the messianic figure depicted 
there as ‘my Lord’. Jesus’ point appears to be that even though the Messiah may be the 
son of David,8 he is at the same time someone much greater than this category alone

7 Only in Matthew does Jesus expressly charge his disciples to tell no one that he is ‘the Christ’ (eLM ark 
8.30; Luke 9.21).
8 The title ‘Son of David’ is an important christological designation in Matthew’s Gospel (1.1; 9.27; 
12.23; 15.22; 20.30-31; 21.9, 15); the title appears primarily in contexts where the focus is on Jesus’ 
healing work, particularly the healing of the blind. On this title, see J. M. Gibbs, ‘Purpose and Pattem-ip 
Matthew’s Use of the Title “Son of David’” , N TS  10 (1963-64), pp. 446-64, J. D. Kingsbury, ‘The Title
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allows. As noted earlier, the ‘Son of David’ designation tends to call attention to the royal 
aspect of messiahship, and focus on this single aspect had led to a ‘politicizing’ of the 
concept. By this point in the narrative, however, Jesus has done much to redefine 
messiahship. The kingly connotation of the term is not denied, but it is radically 
transformed. Jesus acts as a kingly Davidic figure, but in a way that is unrecognizable to 
his contemporaries.

Jesus dies in part because the true nature of his messiahship is misunderstood. He 
does the works of the Messiah and yet these works serve only to strengthen the 
misconceptions of the crowds or to infuriate his opponents. The reason for this is that true 
understanding is a matter of revelation. Ironically, the passion itself becomes part of the 
messianic work, a fact which the disciples themselves, though recipients of the Father’s 
revelation, are slow to accept. It is clear that the nature and work of the Messiah as 
described in Matthew’s Gospel do not correspond to popular Jewish expectation. 
However, before examining Matthew’s description of Jesus as Messiah further, it is 
important to note what the OT scriptures, which are the main source of such expectation 
and indeed the authority to which Matthew himself turns so frequently, disclose concerning 
this coming anointed figure.

Anointed Leadership in Israel

An emphasis which runs throughout the OT is that leadership within Israel was to be 
charismatic, in the sense that those chosen by God to govern his people could do so 
properly and effectively only insofar as they were ‘gifted’ by the Spirit of God. Such 
leaders may possess natural skills and resources and yet these are viewed as inadequate and 
insufficient to the task of leading God’s people in a manner consistent with God’s own 
character. The human leader ideally serves as a mediator, that is as one who represents 
Yahweh, the true leader of his people. Therefore, to ensure that these human instruments 
represent him well, or, to put it another way, faithfully mediate his presence to the people, 
he endows them with his Spirit. The story of God’s dealings with his people is marked by 
certain key moments where attention is directed to this matter of ‘anointed’ leadership.

The first great leader of Israel is Moses, who was used by God to bring Israel out 
of Egypt and to Sinai where the nation first became the covenant people of God. 
Throughout the exodus narratives Moses is presented as one with whom the presence of

Son of David ’in Matthew’s Gospel’, JBL 95 4 (1976), pp. 591-602, and D. C. Duling, ‘The Therapeutic 
Son of David: An Element in Matthew’s ChristOlogical Apologetic’, NTS 24 (1978), ppr392-410r

20



God remains and upon whom his Spirit rests. The presence of God’s Spirit authenticates 
Moses’ leadership and, more importantly, equips him to execute his leadership 
responsibilities. This enabling work of the Spirit is particularly highlighted in Num 11.10
30, a passage which describes the transfer of the Spirit from Moses to the elders. Moses, 
seeking relief from the heavy burden of leading the people on his own, is instructed by 
Yahweh to gather together seventy of the elders of the people at the tent of meeting. There 
Yahweh takes some of the spirit that is on Moses and puts it on the elders, whose reception 
of the spirit is marked by their prophesying. This episode underscores that the presence of 
the Spirit is a necessary component of leadership. Those who would assist Moses must 
be, like him, empowered by God’s Spirit. Similarly, Joshua is described as a suitable 
successor to Moses since he is a man in whom the spirit was active (Num 27.18). When 
Moses had laid hands on Joshua he was filled with the spirit and provided with the wisdom 
and skill to function as a leader (Deut 34.9). Centuries later the entire exodus period is 
remembered as a time when the Spirit played a significant part in the life of the nation. In 
the book of Isaiah, it is described as a time when God saved his people with ‘his presence’ 
(63.9) and put ‘his holy spirit’ within their leaders (63.11). In Nehemiah (9.20) reference 
is made to instruction given through the spirit at that time. Clearly God’s purposes for his 
people were achieved during this period because of the abiding presence of his Spirit with 
Israel’s leadership.

The period of the Judges is also depicted as a time of charismatic leadership, 
inasmuch as continual reference is made to the spirit of the Lord coming upon individual 
leaders (Othniel [3.10]; Gideon [6.34]; Jephthah [11.29]; Samson [13.25; 14.6, 19; 
15.14]). During times of national crisis God raises up what are essentially military figures 
whom he empowers so that they might liberate the people from the hands of their enemies. 
Although these ‘deliverers’ are at times presented as less than ideal leaders, it is, 
nonetheless, true that the Spirit transforms them into effective instruments of deliverance. 
This form of leadership did not, however, prove successful in maintaining order and 
stability. This ultimately led to its rejection by the elders of Israel in favor of a monarchy.

The transition to kingship in Israel is of particular significance, since the language 
of anointing is now used in connection with political leadership. Earlier, priests had been 
described as anointed, in keeping with their mediatorial function (cf. Exod 28.41; Lev 
8.12). Now, however, Samuel is directed to anoint Saul, the man Yahweh had chosen to

rule over his people. The Hebrew verb (‘to anoint’) suggests the applying of oil to
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an object or person;9 thus 1 Sam 10.1 describes a ceremony of investiture in which Samuel 
takes a vial of oil and pours it over the head of Saul. This act confers on the king a special 
status and authority, and at the same time is symbolic of the spiritual presence of God 
which now abounds with the king. It is noteworthy that following this ceremony certain 
signs are given to Saul whereby he will know that Yahweh has indeed anointed him ruler. 
One of these is his radical possession by the spirit of Yahweh which transforms him into a 
different person (1 Sam 10.3-7). This association between the anointing of the king and 
the transmission of the Spirit is stated even more precisely in the case of David. At the 
moment Samuel takes the horn of oil and anoints David it is said that the spirit of Yahweh 
came mightily upon him from that day forward (1 Sam 16.13). The phrase ‘from that day 
forward’ suggests that David’s experience of the Spirit was something constant and not 
merely occasional. The implication is that his achievements as king were due to the 
operation of the Spirit in his life.

According to royal ideology, the king, as Yahweh’s anointed representative in 
Israel, was to rule over the people on Yahweh’s behalf. Yahweh himself is, of course, 
king over Israel, over all nations, and indeed over all creation (cf. Ps 47.6-8; 93.1-2; 
96.10; 97.1-5; 98.6-9; 99.1-5). His sovereignty extends everywhere and over all things, 
although this is neither evident to nor acknowledged by all. According to Ps 89.15 [14],

fundamental to Yahweh’s rule is righteousness (p12J; 5iKOCioa\jvr|) and justice (CD2E70;

Kplpa), the two principles that characterize his essential nature. The object of his rule is 

that these principles would also come to characterize the created order. It is this idea which 
both occasions and sustains biblical eschatolology. God’s activity in history leads 
inexorably to the final establishment of his dominion over all creation. This, in fact, 
defines the story of redemption that stands at the heart of the biblical narrative. The created 
order is redeemed once the rule of God over it is complete. The purpose of kingship in 
Israel is best understood when it is seen as an important instrument used by God in the 
course of this redeeming work.

The kings of Israel, specifically the descendants of David following the break up of 
the United Kingdom, ruled over the people of God as the earthly representatives of 
Yahweh. It is noteworthy that the kings of the Davidic line can be said ‘to sit upon the

throne of thekingdoitLof Yahweh [HUT ITD ^frl over Israel’ (1 Chron 28.5) and that the

9 M. De Jonge, ‘Messiah’, ABD, 4, p. 778.
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kingdom of Yahweh can be described as having been placed ‘in the hand of the sons of 
David’ (2 Chron 13.8). In such affirmations the earthly rule of the Davidic line is clearly 
identified with God’s heavenly rule. The Davidic kings are presented as Yahweh’s 
anointed representatives authorized to carry out his rule on earth. They were to be the 
agents through whom Yahweh would accomplish his will for Israel and the other nations. 
This meant, of course, that their rule was to reflect the character of Yahweh’s own rule. 
Ideally, their actions and judgments were to manifest his righteousness and justice. In this 
way, the office of the king was, in theory at least, an important instrument through which 
the divine presence was mediated to Israel and ultimately to all peoples.

The reality of kingship in Israel, however, rarely matched this ideal. Most kings 
failed to conform to the image of God’s rule; many were even injurious to the advancement 
of God’s purposes. The kings, which were authorized to lead the nation in the ways of the 
Lord, in fact led the nation away from their God. In many prophetic critiques they, along 
with other leaders of the people, are held responsible for the disaster of exile. In the end 
judgment comes upon both king and people. In a sense, the removal of the institution of 
kingship represents a key aspect of God’s judgment upon the rebellious nation. It is 
perhaps fitting that the exile, which profoundly symbolizes the removal of God’s presence 
from his people, should witness the removal of Israel’s kings, who in a notable way were 
to serve as mediators of the divine presence. However, even though the exile resulted in 
the suspension of kingship in Israel, it did not bring to an end the hope that God would yet 
accomplish his purposes through his anointed agent. That hope rather blossomed and 
evolved as a consequence of the exilic experience of God’s people. It is now necessary to 
examine the development of this idea of a coming anointed figure through whom G od’s 
purposes could finally be achieved.

The Coming Messianic Figure

The term Messiah is commonly used to describe this ideal eschatological ruler descended 
from David. By exemplifying in a complete manner the attributes of Yahweh’s rule, this 
coming king would succeed where earlier Davidic kings had failed. Strictly speaking, the

Hebrew term ITEMS, ‘anointed one’, does not appear in OT contexts referring to this future
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Davidic king.10 Nonetheless, it is not only convenient but quite appropriate to apply the 
term to this figure, since as a scion of David he stands in obvious continuity with that 
anointed line. It is, therefore, possible to identify a distinctive messianic expectation within 
the OT, even if the specific title ‘Messiah’ is absent or alternative titles are present, as long 
as the focus is on the person and work of this coming Davidic figure.

It was noted that kingship in Israel provided the foundation of the messianic 
expectation. It is therefore no coincidence that 2 Sam 7.5-16, the foundational document of 
the Davidic dynasty, provided, more than any other text, impetus and orientation to the 
developing messianic ideal. This oracle of the Lord, delivered to David by the prophet 
Nathan, consists of certain affirmations and promises respecting the Davidic dynasty. Its 
statements are important inasmuch as they articulate what God determines to do for and 
through the house of David. To the extent that these intentions were only partially fulfilled 
in the reigns of Solomon and later Davidic kings, they gave rise to the hope that Yahweh’s 
plans would find ultimate fulfilment in some future Davidic ruler. In the oracle Yahweh 
declares that from the beginning his presence had remained steadfast with David (v. 9), as 
evidenced in his elevationfrom the humble task of following sheep to becoming ruler over 
Israel. The steadfast love of Yahweh would, moreover, continue with his offspring (v. 
15). The close relationship between God and the dynasty is further reinforced by the 
language of ‘sonship’: Yahweh declares of David’s offspring, ‘I will be to him a father, he 
will be to me a son (v. 14). David’s name will be made great insofar as Yahweh will 
establish his house and kingdom forever (v. 16). The Davidic throne will stand in 
perpetuity.

All this is to be done for David; yet the people over whom David, and later his 
descendants, rules are never far from view. The dynasty is chosen and blessed in order to 
be of benefit to the people as a whole. God has cut off all of David’s enemies (v. 9) and 
promises future rest from all opposition (v. 11) because it is his intention that his people 
should live in peace and not be afflicted by adversaries (v. 10). David’s offspring, who is 
raised up after him, will build a temple, a house for Yahweh’s name (v. 13), so that he 
might dwell in an appointed place in the midst of his people (v. 10). This oracle primarily 
concerns the establishment of the Davidic dynasty and yet these constituent elements set out 
what would become central features of the messianic hope. The future Davidic king, who

10 It is noteworthy, however, that the Persian king Cyrus, whose actions on behalf of the people of God 
prefigure in many important respects the work of the Messiah, is described as the Lord’s ‘anointed’ (Isa
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would serve as the channel of God’s presence and blessing to his people, comes to be 
associated especially with the two tasks alluded to in this passage, the securing of rest for 
the people of God through the defeat of their enemies and the building of the temple. It is 
significant that other important messianic texts build on these themes even as they add fresh 
nuance to the emerging messianic picture.

The royal psalms, so named because they were composed in honour of the Lord’s 
anointed ruler, further nourished and sustained the developing messianic hope. One of the 
more influential of these is Psalm 2 which touches on the themes of the establishment of the 
Davidic dynasty, the choice of Zion, and the quashing of hostile opposition. Of the 
‘anointed’ king, whose rule is established on Zion (v. 6), Yahweh declares, ‘You are my 
son’ (v. 7), a phrase which clearly echoes Nathan’s oracle. This king, as the one who 
represents Yahweh’s rule before the nations of the earth, faces the opposition of those 
powers hostile to that rule. In the end, however, these powers will be broken and the 
nations given as a possession to the king (vv. 8-9). Such themes resound throughout this 
collection of psalms. Numerous passages refer to the establishment of an everlasting 
dynasty for David (cf. Pss. 21.6-7; 45.2-9; 89.3-4, 19-21; 132.10-12). The throne of 
David endures forever since Yahweh’s covenant love upholds the dynasty.

Frequently, as is the case in Psalm 2, Yahweh’s choice of David is coupled with his 
choice of Zion (cf. Ps 78.67-72). This is fitting since Zion is not only the place of G od’s 
dwelling (Pss. 9.11; 76.2; 132.13), but also the focal point of his rule (Ps 48.1-2). 
Temple ideology is intimately associated with the rule of G od.11 In the prophets Yahweh is 
said to be enthroned in the templeatZion (Isa 6.1; Jer 14.21; 17.12), the place from which 
he reigns as king. Zion in this sense expresses the rule of God over his people and 
ultimately over the entire earth. It is significant that the most common word for temple in

the Hebrew Bible is ton, a term_whieh essentially means ‘thedwellingplace of a king’.12

Since Yahweh rules over his people through his chosen representatives, it is not surprising 
that Zion and the temple should be closely associated with the Davidic dynasty. The 
fortunes of both are inextricably linked together.

Many royal Psalms celebrate the victory of the anointed king over his enemies. 
Repeated reference is made to the great triumphs Yahweh gives to his king (Ps 18.50) and 
the mighty victories he will gain by the power of Yahweh’s right hand (Ps 20.6). The

11 A very capable introduction to temple ideology is provided by J. D. Levenson, and Zion: An Entry
Into The Jewish Bible. Minneapolis: Winston, 1985.
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enemies of the king will be overcome and annihilated (Ps 21.8-12); unable to outwit or 
humble him, they will be crushed (Ps 89.22-23). In the end, the king’s foes will be 
clothed with disgrace (Ps 132.18). These adversaries are not merely the personal enemies 
of the Lord’s anointed. Rather they are the forces of evil who set themselves against 
Yahweh’s just rule. In Psalm 45 the king fights on behalf of truth and right (v. 4); his 
royal scepter is a scepter of justice (v. 6). His love of righteousness is the mainspring of 
his campaign against wickedness (v. 7). This is, in fact, why the Lord has anointed him 
(v. 7): he struggles against those powers that oppose and obstruct the establishment of 
Yahweh’s own kingdom. In carrying out this fight the anointed king is, in effect, entering 
into the longstanding conflict between Yahweh and those forces of chaos that withstand his 
rule. Scattered throughout the Psalms are depictions, cast in mythic language, of 
Yahweh’s fight against chaotic evil symbolized by the waters of the sea and its 

representative monsters, Leviathan and Rahab (Pss. 74.12-17; 89.9-11; 93.3-4; 74.12-17; 
104.7-9).13 At creation Yahweh’s rule is demonstrated in the defeat of the sea and the 
establishment of order. Yet even though Yahweh rules, opposition to his rule persists. It 
is the task of Yahweh’s anointed to participate in this struggle until the just rule of God is at 
last established in victory.

The messianic texts of the prophetic books are primarily written with a view to the 
future restoration of kingship following the collapse of the Davidic dynasty at the time of 
the exile. This act of judgment in removing kingship from Israel, although an expression 
of Yahweh’s displeasure with the corruption of the Davidic throne, did not mean that he 
had forgotten his covenant with David or forsaken his people. Punishment would be 
followed by a time of blessing which would witness the restoration of both the nation and 
David’s throne. It is especially in the prophecies associated with Isaiah that the renewal of 
kingship receives striking attention, although other prophets touch on the theme as well. A 
complex of passages found in Isaiah 7-11 refer to a coming ideal king who will occupy the 
throne of David. These passages are all messianic in the sense that they concern the 
fulfilment of God’s promises to David. The sign of a child named ‘Emmanuel’, given to 
king Ahaz in Isa 7.10-17, intimates that, though under threat, the Davidic dynasty does 
have a future. Intrinsic to the Davidic covenant was the promise of Yahweh’s presence

12 M. Ottossoiv ‘^ V T , TDOT, 3, p, 383.
13 On the presence of this theme in the OT see J. Day, God’s Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea. 
Cambridge: CUP, 1985, and C. Kloos, Yhwh’s Combat with the Sea: A Canaanite Tradition in the 
Religion o f Ancient Israel. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1986.
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with his anointed kings (cf. 2 Sam 7.9; 1 Kings 1.37; Ps 89.21). The child’s name, ‘God 
with us’, points to a more complete realization of that promise. A child also figures 
prominently in Isa 9.1-6 [2-7], in a context describing the future redemption of Israel.14 
Once again the light, symbolic of God’s presence, will shine on the people. They shall be 
released from the yoke of oppression. Authority will rest with the child who sits on the 
throne of David. He will bring an end to war and establish an everlasting kingdom 
characterized by justice and righteousness. As the ideal king, whose reign exhibits the 
attributes of God’s own rule, this ‘child’ will mediate God’s presence in the fullest sense.

In Isa 11.1-12 the renewal of the Davidic dynasty is described under the double 
image of a shoot/branch growing out from the stump/roots of Jesse. The stump indicates 
the cutting off of the Davidic line; the shoot or branch signifies this future ruler who will 
exercise rule and oversee the restoration of the remnant of Israel. In other prophecies this 
image of a branch becomes a special title for this coming king.15 In Jeremiah (23.5; 33.15) 
Yahweh promises to raise up for David a branch who will reign as a wise king and execute 
justice and righteousness in the land. Of particular interest is the pronouncement in Zech 
6.12-13 (cf. 3.8) concerning a man named ‘Branch’ who will build the temple of Yahweh 
and sit and rule on his throne. It has already been noted that, in view of the close 
association of Yahweh’s rule with Zion, temple building came to be regarded as a 
messianic function.16 Isaiah’s description of this branch is of particular interest considering 
the pronounced emphasis placed on the charismatic nature of this ruler’s anointing. The 
Spirit of Yahweh shall rest on him, granting him the requisite skills and abilities to rule 
properly and effectively. Specifically, the Spirit gives him wisdom, understanding, 
direction, power, knowledge, and the fear of Yahweh (11.2). In possession of such

14 With respect to this motif of a coming child, reference could also be made to Mic 5.1-3 [2-4], another 
important messiancic text. There the birth of a child signals the arrival of the time of restoration. The 
eschatological shepherd king, who will protect and provide for Israel, wilt come forth fronr Bethlehem, the 
town of David. Ezekiel (34.23-24; 37.24) also mentions a future shepherd-ruler whom Yahweh refers to as 
‘my servant David’.
15 Although the branch image links these passages conceptually, there is lexical variation (the term -1x2 
appears in Isa 11.1; the term n/D2S in Jer 23.5; 33.15; Zech 3.8; 6.12). Many scholars detect in the,, 
fulfilment statement of Matt 2.23, ‘He will be calleda Na/arene(Ncx^copccio^)’, an allusion, by means of a 
play on the Hebrew word “I2J3, to this prophetic theme of a coming Davidic branch; for several arguments in 
support of this opinion see W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, Jr, Gospel According to Saint Matthew 
(3 vols.; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988, 1991, 1997), I, pp. 277-279.
16 At Isa 44.26-45.1 Cyrus, called the Lord’s ‘anointed’, is appointed the task of rebuilding the temple. On 
this topic of the messianic king as temple builder see D. Runnalls, ‘The King as Temple Builder. A 
Messianic Typology’, in E. J. Furcha (ed.), Spirit Within Structure (Allison Park, PA: Pickwick, 1983), 
pp. 15-37. '
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qualities this king will rule with equity and righteousness. He will uphold the meek and 
destroy the wicked (v. 4). This description of the attributes of the ideal king is perhaps the 
most exact in the entire OT. The salient point is that endowment by the Spirit of Yahweh 
makes all this possible. The divine purpose will not and can not be achieved through the 
king unless he is effectively possessed by Yahweh’s Spirit. It is the Spirit’s enabling 
which makes the ruler’s activity nothing less or other than Yahweh’s own activity. Only 
such a comprehensive infusion of Yahweh’s Spirit makes possible the realization of the 
vision of the king as Yahweh’s presence on earth.

A final cluster of Isaiah texts worth noting are those which refer to a servant figure 
appointed to the task of accomplishing God’s purposes for Israel and the nations. This 
servant, first introduced in Isa 42.1-4, is described in a manner evocative of the ruler of 
Isaiah 11. Yahweh puts his Spirit upon him and he in turn establishes Yahweh’s justice 
throughout the earth. As an anointed figure who functions in a royal capacity, the servant 
matches closely the messianic profile. It is noteworthy that in the OT the title ‘servant’ is 
applied to kings, especially David (cf. 2 Sam 7.26-29; 1 Kings 11.32-38; 1 Chron 17.4; 
Pss. 89.3, 20; 132.10). The title indicates that the true responsibility of the king is to do 
the will of Yahweh in the attitude of his humble representative. This servant figure, who 
occupies a significant place in the final chapters of Isaiah in much the same way as the 
‘child’ king had done the opening chapters, will bring about the restoration of the people of 
God and at the same time become God’s light to the nations (49.6). He does this as G od’s 
anointed agent.

The purpose of this review has been to provide the scriptural context which informs 
Matthew’s presentation of Jesus. He is well aware of this messianic tradition as is evident 
in the number of times he cites or alludes to this complex of passages in the course of his 
narrative. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, Matthew wants to persuade his readers 
that the Messiah of Israel has come in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. To make his case 
as strong as possible it is necessary that Matthew thoroughly demonstrate that Jesus is this 
anointed royal figure. He achieves this in part by pointing out certain correspondences 
between many of these, as well as other relevant, OT texts and significant events in the life 
of Jesus. This is a central aim of the fulfilment quotations which are a distinguishing 
feature of Matthew’s Gospel. He also provides confirmation of Jesus’ messianic identity 
in a less direct manner through the intricacies of the narrative he constructs. It is to be 
assumed that if Jesus is indeed the expected Messiah, he would manifest in his person and 
activity key elements that make up the messianic expectation. The Messiah of Israel was to
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be and to do certain things. A claim to messiahship would be credible only if the candidate 
measured up to this expectation and answered the hopes contained within it. The nature 
and task of this coming messianic figure was reviewed above. He is Yahweh’s anointed 
representative; yet, more than that, he can be seen as the essential presence of Yahweh 
himself. This is attributable to the radical endowment of God’s Spirit which imbues him 
with both the attributes and the power of God. Equipped in this manner he advances the 
rule of Yahweh throughout the earth. The two principles of justice and righteousness 
which define God’s rule will characterize his own activity. In the course of implementing 
the kingdom of Yahweh he builds the temple and carries out the twofold task of salvation 
and judgment. He restores Israel and secures the effects of God’s rule for the nations; at 
the same time, he contends with God’s enemies, defeating those powers and forces that 
withstand his rule. It is by standing in the place of Yahweh that the Messiah is able to 
accomplish the purposes of Yahweh. Matthew narrates the story of Jesus in such a way as 
to reveal an intrinsic consonance with this messianic schema. He demonstrates that Jesus 
fulfils the role of the Messiah and brings true resolution to the messianic hope through the 
restoration he effects, the enemies he defeats, and the temple he builds. Matthew, as noted 
already, is aware that the manner of Jesus’ messiahship is not readily appreciated by his 
contemporaries, since the fulfilment he brings is markedly dissimilar to what was 
commonly expected. Nonetheless, his portrayal of Jesus shows him to be that very one 
specially endowed by God’s Spirit to accomplish his purposes.

The ‘Genesis ’ o f  the Messiah

Both Matthew and Luke provide their readers with narratives outlining the events 
surrounding the birth of the Messiah. There are several points of agreement between the 
two accounts. These include the announcement of the birth by an angel, the virginal 
conception, and Bethlehem as the birthplace of Jesus. However, there are also notable 
differences between the accounts. It is beneficial to investigate some of these, especially 
those that may shed light on the particular theological purpose that guides Matthew’s 
composition.17 Of particular interest is what can be discovered about Matthew’s theology 
of the Spirit from the way he constructs his narrative.

17 A thorough analysis of matters of tradition and redaction is not necessary in order to appreciate Matthew's 
perspective on the Spirit. Here as elsewhere in the discussion it is sufficient to note how Matthew presents 
the material pertinent to the topic over against the manner of presentation favoured by the other evangelists.
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A very obvious difference is that, whereas Luke places the genealogy of Jesus 
between the baptism and temptation narratives, Matthew opens his Gospel with the 
genealogy. It would appear that he regards the genealogy as important, perhaps even 
programmatic. Clues as to why this might be the case are found in the heading and 
structure of the genealogy. Implicit in the heading, i.e., that it concerns one Jesus Christ 
‘son of David, son of Abraham’ (1.1), is the idea that the promises associated with these 
two very prominent figures of the past, men with whom God established covenants, find 
their fulfilment in Jesus. Matthew opens his Gospel with the subtle suggestion that the 
long history which began with Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation, and which 
attained a high point with David, the nation’s greatest king, realizes its goal in the coming 
of Jesus the M essiah.18 This impression made by the genealogy’s heading is strengthened 
when the structure of the genealogy is analyzed. Matthew divides the history of Israel into 
three separate periods extending from Abraham to David, David to the exile, and the exile 
to Jesus. It is noteworthy that the calamitous event of exile and not a person should mark 
the end of the second period and the beginning of the third. This structural feature suggests 
that the many things lost to God’s people at the time of the exile are about to be restored. 
There is now hope of recovery from that national decline which had set in after David and 

which culminated in the judgment of exile. The event of exile is, however, associated with 
Jechoniah (1.11-12), the king remembered as marking the termination point in the decline 
of the Davidic dynasty. He is described by the title ‘the captive’ in 1 Chron 3.17, and 
Jeremiah (22.30) records Yahweh’s judgment that Jehoiachin shall be regarded as one 
childless, inasmuch as the royal line ends with him.19 The appearance of Jesus thus marks 
the beginning of a new era for the people of God, including the return of kingship to Israel. 
The time of promised restoration and redemption to which the prophets pointed has now 
come. This is of particular relevance to the subject of the Spirit, since, as will be noted, the 
prophets associate this time of restoration with the renewed activity of God’s Spirit. It is 
remarkable that before he relates the event of the birth of the Messiah, Matthew should in 
this way highlight the significance of that birth.

18 Yet the tacit allusion to both covenants suggests that the coming of Jesus has relevance not only for 
Israel but also for the nations, since God promised that in Abraham ‘all the families of the earth’ would be 
blessed (Gen 12.1-3). Note that the promises made to David and Abraham are alluded to at the end of the 
Gospel when the risen Jesus claims that ‘all authority’ in heaven and on earth has been given him and 
commissions his disciples to make disciples of ‘all the nations’ (28.18, 19); in this manner, the covenantal 
promises to Abraham and Davidcan be seen to enfoldthe contents of Matthew.
19 It is noteworthy that closely following this oracle is Yahweh’s promise that he will raise up ‘a righteous 
Branch’ for David (Jer 23.5).
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When Matthew does turn his attention to the birth of the Messiah it is noteworthy 

that he employs the noun yeveou; ( ‘beginning’ or ‘origin’) to speak of it. In this matter he 

again stands in contrast to Luke who also uses the noun but only in reference to the birth of 

John the Baptist (1.14). Matthew opens his Gospel with the phrase yeveaeto^

(lit. ‘book of origin’), which can be understood as either the specific title of the genealogy 
in 1.2-17 or the general titleof the Gospel.20 However one decides this issue, there can be 
no question but that the words bring to mind the book of Genesis and with it the subject of 
creation. In the light of the fact that the eschatological redemption was at times conceived 
of as a new creative work of God, there is probably more than a suggestion here that this 
Jesus now being introduced will play a central role in this new beginning.21 Matthew uses 

yeveoK; a second time at the start of the birth narrative in 1.18. In this verse the word is 

brought into close connection with the Spirit, which now appears for the first time in the 
Gospel. The reader is here informed that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was found to be with 

child ‘of the Holy Spirit’ (8K Ttvefipoux; ay tov; cf. v. 20). Through this association of 

yeveaiq  with 7tvet)pa Matthew conveys to his readers that the Holy Spirit is bringing 

about the new creative work of God through the conception of the messianic redeemer. It 
is important to note that in the OT the Spirit of God is regularly viewed as the agent of 
God’s activity and associated especially with the original work of creation (cf. Gen 1.2;

Job 26.13; Ps 33.6, 104.30). It is the 171*1 or ‘breath’ of God that infuses creative life into

all creatures. In effect two distinct yet related events are described in 1.18, 20. Through 
the agency of the Holy Spirit, the divine creative power, Jesus the Messiah is conceived 
and with that conception the redemption associated with the Messiah is begun. When the 
Messiah is formed in Mary’s womb the Spirit sets in motion the renewal of God’s creation.

A final matter that serves to highlight Matthew’s special interest in the birth 
narrative as it pertains to the role of the Spirit, and once again based on differences between 
Matthew and Luke, concerns the naming of the child bom to Mary. Both evangelists state 
that the child is to be called Jesus. Only Matthew, however, provides an explanation for 
the name. The name Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew Yeshuah, meaning ‘Yahweh is 
salvation’, and identifies him as the one in whom the promised eschatological redemption

20 The majority of commentators connect the phrase only with the genealogy. For an argument in support 
of understanding 1.1 as a title for the entire Gospel see Davies and Allison, Matthew, I, pp. 149-155.
21 Note that Isaiah, for example, describes the future time of restoration in terms of a new creative work of 
God (cf. 42.5-17; 43.1-7, 19; 44.24-28; 45.18-25).
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of the people of God takes place. However, just so there can be no doubt as to the exact 
nature of this redemption, Matthew explains that Jesus will save his people ‘from their 
sins’ (v. 21).22 It was noted earlier that the genealogy intimates that the coming of Jesus 
means the end of exile for the people of God. It is now clearly stated that the restoration 
Jesus brings about takes place on a spiritual rather than political plane. As the messianic 
king, Jesus task is to deliver the people of God from those forces which oppress or 
oppose them. Matthew wishes to accentuate that it is spiritual powers such as sin which 
are the true enemies of the people of God. On one level the exile did represent geographical 
separation and political subjugation; yet on a much deeper level it signified the spiritual 
alienation of the people from God since its basic cause was sin. The exile was, after all, 
the consequence of the collapse of the covenant relationship between God and his people. 
Jesus, as the redeemer, has come to deal with the ultimate problem of sin in order to restore 
that relationship. It is noteworthy that near the end of the Gospel he refers to his blood 
poured out ‘for the forgiveness of sins’ as the blood of the covenant (26.28). Thus, it is 
by means of his death that Jesus saves his people from their sins and restores the broken 
relationship.

Salvation from sin is, of course, an important feature of the prophetic hope (cf. Jer 
31.34 [in a context treating the establishment of a new covenant]; Ezek 36.24-31). 
However, of particular relevance to the present discussion is the prophetic emphasis that 
the activity of God’s Spirit is essential to the eschatological redemption. In this regard it is 
of interest to consider the second name Matthew uses to designate this redeemerfigure, that 
is, Emmanuel, which means ‘God with us’ (1.23).23 The name is introduced by way of 
Matthew’s first fulfilment quotation. The citation of Isa 7.14 recalls an earlier period in 
Israel’s history when, at a time of discouraging national prospects during the Syro- 
Ephraimite war, God gave a sign to Ahaz through the prophet Isaiah. A son was to be 
bom whose assigned name, carrying such firm assurance of God’s presence, should 
bolster the lagging confidence of Ahaz and the people (Isa 7.14). In the context of 
Matthew’s Gospel the name speaks to Jesus’ role in bringing God’s presence to his people;

22 The ‘his people’ of the promise refers in an ‘embryonic’ sense to the people of Israel; eventually the 
category expands to include people from every nation. With respect to OT prophetic expectation, the phrase 
primarily refers to the nation of Israel which the Messiah comes to save; yet, since this salvation is realized 
only by those who come to acknowledge Jesus as Messiah, the phrase ultimately refers to the community 
of disciples; cf. D. R. Bauer, ‘The Kingship of Jesus in the Matthean Infancy Narrative: A Literary 
Analysis’, CBQ^SJ (1995); pp. 310-11.
23 As D. Hagner (Matthew 1-13 [Dallas: Word, 1993], p. 21) observes, Emmanuel is not a personal name 
but rather a name that is descriptive of the task Jesus will perform.
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Jesus is presented as the ideal king of Isaiah s prophecy who mediates God’s presence in a 
full and final sensed4 The name Emmanuel furthermore underscores the notion that 
salvation from sin is intimately related to the renewal of God’s presence.

This connection between salvation and the renewal of God’s presence is best 
understood in the sense that since sin separates people from God, the removal of sin makes 
possible a renewal of his presence. However, to the extent that salvation is decidedly the 
work of God, he must be present in order to save.25 It would seem that the renewed 
presence of God is the precondition of his redemptive work. With this in mind it is 
important to note that in the OT the presence of God is closely associated with the Spirit of 
God. For example, in Ps 51.13 [11] and Ps 139.7 the phrases ‘your holy spirit’ or ’your 
spirit’ stand in parallel structure to ‘your presence’, indicating that the two terms are 
essentially equivalent. Especially instructive is Isa 63.9-14 which not only identifies the 
holy spirit of God with his presence, but affirms that it was through his spirit that God 
redeemed his people at the time of the exodus. The presence or Spirit of God had been the 
redemptive agent of the past and this gave rise to the expectation that the Spirit would be the 
redemptive agent of the future.26 It is probable, therefore, that the title Emmanuel contains 
an intentional allusion to the Spirit. As the generative force by which Jesus is conceived, 
the Holy Spirit remains with Jesus as the presence of God to carry out the salvation of his 
people.27 The alienation of the people from God that was illustrated so dramatically by the 
exile comes to an end when in Jesus, the Emmanuel, God’s Spirit is present to save. It is 
by embodying God’s presence in such a comprehensive manner that Jesus truly functions 
as the messianic king.

“4 Matthew would be further in teres led in Isa 7 since, as noted earlier, it introduces a developing messianic 
theme in Isaiah concerning a ‘child’ who is bom to rule on the throne of David. It is quite probable that 
these references to the ‘child’ in Isaiah (7.16; 8.4; 9.5 [6]) stand in the background to Matthew’s continual 
referenceto Jesus as ‘the child’ in chapter 2 (vv. 8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 20, 21; the same Greek term to JtaiSiov 
appears in both the LXX and Matthew). Note that throughout that chapter the life of Jesus is under threat 
because he is the ‘king of the Jews’.
25 Note that Matt 1.21 echoes Ps 130.8: Yahweh will redeemlsrael from all its iniquities.
26 The promise of Ezek 39.29 is of particular interest. The context concerns the future time when God will 
restore his people from exile. At that time he will pour out his spirit upon the house of Israel and will 
never again hide his face from them. Here God’s spirit and his presence are once again related and within an 
eschatological context.
27 Compare the comment of Davies and Allison (Matthew, I, p. 217) that the passage indicates that 
‘through the coming of Jesus Christ God’s Spirit became uniquely present among men’, as well as the 
reflection of R. E. Brown (The Birth o f the Messiah [New York: Doubleday, 1993], p. 153) that ‘Jesus is 
the final and once-for-all manifestation of God’s presence with us.’
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The Anointing o f  the Messiah

The next reference to the Spirit in Matthew’s Gospel is found in the events surrounding the 
baptism of Jesus. The baptism is an occasion of profound significance for all four 
evangelists since the descent of the Spirit upon Jesus constitutes his messianic anointing 
and marks the inauguration of his messianic ministry. However, before discussing the 
baptism itself it is necessary to examine the larger context in which it is placed, since much 
of what Matthew writes concerning the ministry of John the Baptist directly relates to what 
has already been said about the eschatological redemption and is therefore relevant to a 
discussion of the Spirit in Matthew.

What is immediately striking about John’s ministry is its setting. Matthew records 
that he came preaching ‘in the wilderness of Judea’ (3.1).28 Moreover, he identifies John 
as the ‘voice crying in the wilderness’ (3.3), spoken of by the prophet Isaiah (40.3). 
These references to the wilderness resonate with so much that is found in Israel’s past 
history and in its national hopes for the future. It was in the wilderness of Sinai that Israel 
first entered into a covenant relationship with Yahweh. Yet the wilderness also became a 
place of judgment where the nation was forced to wander for a generation. This period in 
the nation’s history stands out as a time of testing and rebellion. Centuries later when 
continual rebellion brought upon the nation the judgment of exile, one outcome of this 
judgment was the transformation of the land of Israel itself into a wilderness (cf. Jer 4.23
28). Nevertheless, the prophet’s recognized that just as the wilderness had once been the 
place where Israel found grace, so in the future it would be the scene of a renewal of grace. 
In Hos 2.16-17 [14-15] the redemption of the people is preceded by a return to the 
wilderness. In that place Yahweh would again ‘speak tenderly’ to his people. Isaiah also 
describes redemption in terms of a way of return through the wilderness. God will do a 
‘new thing’ in producing a second exodus for his people that will greatly surpass the 
‘former things’ of the first exodus (43.18-19). Thus, although this future return to God is 
a return to the beginning of the nation’s relationship with him, it is at the same time 
something that transcends that earlier encounter. As will be noted below, this is because 
the future redemption ushers in a new age of the Spirit. In respect of the specific text 
which Matthew quotes from Isaiah (40.3), there a voice cries for preparations to be made in 
the wilderness since the Lord is coming to restore his people. It has already been observed

28 Most scholars agree that the temporal phrase used by Matthew to introduce John, i.e., ‘in those days’ 
serves to announce that a time of special eschatological importance has come. On the geographical location 
of John’s ministry see R. W. Funk, ‘The Wilderness’, JBL78 (1959), pp. 205-14.
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that the return of God to his people is a necessary element in, and indeed the antecedent to, 
the return of the people to their God.

An important feature of Isaiah’s description of this future time of redemption is the 
prominent role given to the Spirit in reviving the fortunes of the people. In 32.15-16 the 
prophet speaks of the wilderness becoming a fruitful field when a spirit from on high is 
poured out on the people. The result is that righteousness will now dwell there. A similar 
description appears in 44.3-5: God will pour water on the dry and thirsty land; he will pour 
his spirit upon the people with the result that they will thrive and be restored to full 
relationship with him. Clearly, the eschatological redemption is realized through the 
transforming power of the Spirit of God. It is the Spirit that brings about the restoration of 
the people inasmuch as the Spirit changes their wildemess/exile experience into a time of 
profound blessing. Given Matthew’s great interest in the prophetic sections of the OT, it is 
very probable that he was well aware of these associations.29 He would have recognized 
that the appearance of John in the wilderness signals the eschatological return of the people 
of God which comes about through the agency of God’s Spirit.30 God is now at work 
doing that ‘new thing’ about which the prophet Isaiah had spoken.

The message of John is also closely related to these expectations. He comes to 
prepare the people and does so through a call to repentance. Matthew is careful to note that 
John and Jesus parallel each other in the way in which they begin their ministries. John’s 
first appearance is punctuated by the announcement: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is 
near’ (3.2). The exact same words are on Jesus’ lips when he first preaches in Galilee 
(4.17). In proclaiming repentance John and Jesus echo the frequent prophetic summons to 
Israel to return to God in covenant obedience. Essential to the understanding of this call is

the meaning of the Hebrew term 312?, which provides its conceptual background. In the

prophets, especially Jeremiah, the term commonly appears in covenantal contexts and 
denotes the return of the people to their covenantal relationship with G od .31 The faithless

29 There is little justification for the evaluation of U. Mauser ( the Wilderness [London: SCM,
1963], p. 145) that ‘the wilderness has lost its theological significance for Matthew and has become merely 
the designation for a certain place.’
30 Surely it is Matthew’s intention to show that the eschatological return from exile is now taking place. 
He understands that it is occurring in a metaphorical way (that is, on the ‘spiritual plane’ described earlier) 
and is encouraged to do so by the very language of the prophets. It is incorrect to claim as Davies and 
Allison ( Matthew, I, p. 293) do that in Matthew we find a ‘thorough reinterpretation which disregards the 
original context’. The original context concerns the eschatological redemption of the people of God and 
that is exactly how Matthew interprets it.
31 On this matter see the important study of W. L. Holladay, The Root Shub in the Old Testament (Leiden:
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nation is charged to return to the Lord from whom they have strayed (Jer 3.12-14, 4.1, 8.5 

etc.; cf. Isa 44.22, 55.7). Also of interest is the number of places where the term DIE?

denotes a return from exile (e.g. Isa 10.21-22, 51.11; Jer 31.8). The association of these 
two ideas in this one word so favoured by the prophets suggests that the return from exile 
consists in the return to covenant faithfulness. Thus when John and Jesus preach 
repentance they not only issue a call for the nation to turn back to God, but also announce 
that the time of restoration has arrived. This, of course, is also implied in the second part 
of their pronouncement, that the kingdom of heaven is near, which means that the time of 
eschatological blessing, associated with God exercising his rule over his creation, has now 
come. It is fitting that this dual announcement of turning back and being restored should 
occur in the wilderness.32 It is in this place that the nation is invited to become part of that 
restoration that is found in a renewed covenant relation with God.

Another aspect of John’s message that is of great importance to the present 
discussion are his words concerning the role of the mighty one who comes after him. This 
strong one ‘will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire’ (3 .1 1) .33 Since the single 

preposition ev governs the two terms Ttvefipaxot; ayioq and Ttfip, the best interpretation 

is one that detects a single baptism comprising two different elements. Presumably all will 
undergo a baptism administered by this coming one. But whereas for some the experience 
will be redemptive, for others it will be destructive. The coming one will in this manner 
effect a separation within Israel that will leave the nation cleansed.34 The picture that 
emerges here is consistent with and supported by the following description of the 
winnowing process (v. 12). As the wind blows the wheat is separated from the chaff so 
that the former can be gathered into the bam and the latter destroyed.35 It is possible that

E. J. Brill, 1958).
32 In the light of Isaiah’s emphasis on the future redemption as a second exodus, it is also fitting that John 
should be situated at the Jordan, representing as it does entrance into the promised land.
33 Matthew and Luke share identical wording at this point; Mark does not include the phrase ‘and with fire’.
34 The argument of R. P. Menzies {Empowered for Witness: The Spirit in Luke Acts [Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1994], pp. 124-28), that the words of John refer to ‘the cleansing of Israel by the 
separating o f  the righteous from the wicked' (his italics), offers an important correction to the very 
influential interpretation of J. D. G. Dunn ( Baptism in the Holy Spirit [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970], 
pp .8-22) that the text refers to the destruction and purification of individuals. According to Isa 4.2-6, the 
restoration of Israel necessitates a purging by a ̂ spirit of judgment’ and ‘a spirit of burning’; the branch of 
the Lord mentioned in v. 2 may or may not be a messianic reference.
35 Matthew (and also Luke) does not specifically refer to the role of the wind in the winnowing process. 
One would assume, however, that he expects his readers to supply such an obvious element to the mental 
image he creates, especially in view of hrs reference to Spirit in the previous verse, and in this way actually
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the second picture interprets the first to the extent that like the winnowing process the 
baptism of the strong one consists in two phases. The presence of the wind/spirit causes a 
separation of the wheat/righteous from the chaff/wicked. At that point the wheat/righteous 
is gathered in but the chaff/wicked is destroyed by fire.36 It is noteworthy that John should 
announce this separation and cleansing of Israel while preaching in the wilderness, since, 
according to Ezekiel (20.33-38), the future redemption will be preceded by a time when 
God will bring his people into the wilderness where he will purge from their midst the 
rebellious and transgressors. The wilderness generation of the first exodus underwent a 
purge before the nation could enter into the land (cf. Num 14.20-25). The generation of 
the second exodus also experiences God’s purging judgment before attaining the blessings 
of the kingdom.

Jesus comes to the Jordan, at this significant moment in his people’s history, in 
order to be baptized. Matthew, through the use of the purpose infinitive in 3.13, expresses 
more strongly than do the other evangelists that baptism by John is the primary reason for 
Jesus’ journey from Galilee. Yet Matthew recognizes that the baptism of Jesus does 
present certain problems, as can be seen in his inclusion of the scene where John seeks to 
dissuade Jesus from this purpose (vv. 14-15). Jesus attests that his baptism is a necessary 
step in his obedience to God: it is proper that he and John ‘fulfill all righteousness’.37 
Presumably, he must undergo John’s baptism, associated with covenant return to God, in 
order to identify with those preparing themselves for the time of redemption. Matthew, 
unlike Mark (1.4) and Luke (3.3), does not explicitly associate John’s baptism with the 
forgiveness of sins, presumably because he wishes to link forgiveness more directly with 
the death of Jesus (cf. 26.28). Nevertheless, he does observe that the people were 
‘confessing their sins’ at John’s baptism (3.6). It is probably significant that at this event, 
which marks his entrance into his messianic task, Jesus identifies with the sins of his

places emphasis on the role of the wind in the process.
36 Note that in the LXX the verb a w ay o ) frequently appears in contexts describing the eschatological 
restoration of Israel. Texts of particular interest from Isaiah are 27.12 (concerning a future threshing, to 
separate the wicked from the righteous, that precedes the gathering of Israel), and 34.16 (indicating that it is 
God’s spirit which gathers them). It is also noteworthy that at 35.10 (LXX) those who return rejoicing to 
Zion are termed ‘the gathered’ (auvqypevoi). In prophetic judgment contexts it is not uncommon for the 
unrighteous nation to be compared to chaff (cf. Jer 13.24; Hos 13.3; Zeph 2.2).
37 The phrase ‘to fulfill all righteousness’ is probably Best understood in the sense of steadfast performance 
of the will of God. It has already been noted that when the transforming work of the Spirit takes place 
righteousness will be established. The concept of righteousness is, of course, very important in Matthew’s 
Gospel. Jesus exemplifies righteousness, which is consistent with his messianic role; righteousness also 
defines the essence of membership In the new covenant community. It is interesting to note that later in
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people, just as at his death, which marks the culmination of that task, he dies for the sins of 
his people. In this manner, the baptism and death of Jesus serve to bracket this aspect of 
the messianic mission.

What occurs following his baptism is quite remarkable. The heavens are opened 
and the Spirit of God comes down upon him. This opening of the heavens may constitute 
a deliberate echo of the request in Isa 64.1-3 that God open the heavens and come down to 
do the same glorious deeds he had done earlier.38 What makes this correspondence 
intriguing is that this Isaiah passage belongs to that group of texts within Isaiah which 
treats the second exodus. The prophet reflects upon the events of the first exodus when 
God’s holy spirit had been present within the people (63.11) and had given them rest 
(63.14). This prompts him to pray that God would once again open the heavens, come 
down, and manifest his presence (64.1-3). It is likely that Matthew considers the event he 
describes as in some way answering the petition of the prophet Isaiah.39 God is once again 
sending his Spirit to be his redemptive presence with his people. This happens when the 
Spirit comes upon the son uniquely conceived by the Spirit who carries the name 
Emmanuel.

The descent of the Spirit is likened to a dove coming upon Jesus. The symbolic 
meaning contained in this reference to a dove is unclear and has given rise to a number of 
interpretations.40 The most widely held view is that the dove is intended to recall the

creation account in which the spirit (fTH) of God is described as hovering like a bird over

the waters (Gen 1.2). There is much to commend this interpretation since Matthew does 
regard the eschatological redemption as a new creative work of God. However, a major 
problem with this reading is that to explain the mention of a dove, which, of course, is not 
found in the Genesis account, reference must be made to later rabbinical interpretations of 
Gen 1.2, which may not have been known to Matthew or the other evangelists. Perhaps 
this mention of the dove is intended to introduce sacrificial ideas. Throughout Leviticus 
(5.7, 11; 12.6, 8; 14.22, 30; 15.14, 29) the dove is one of the animals that can be used for

the Gospel Jesus will speak of John as having come ‘in the way of righteousness’ (21.32).
38 Whereas in Mark the heavens are ‘split open’ (i£c)), in Matthew (and Luke) they are ‘opened’ 
(dvoiyo)); this may be due to the influence of Isa 61.1 (LXX) which uses the same verb.
39 Other commentators have also noted this connection with Isa 64.1; cf. J. P. Meier, Matthew 
(Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1980), p. 27, and D. E. Garland, Reading Matthew (New York: Crossroad, 
1995), p. 37.
40 For the history of interpretation see L. E. Keck, ‘The Spirit and the Dove’, 17 (1970), pp. 41-67, 
andS. Gero, ‘The Spirit as a Dove at the Baptism of Jesus’, N ovT  18 (1976), pp. 17-35.

38



a sin offering in order to purge from defilement. As noted above, Jesus in this act of 
baptism identifies himself with the sins of the people who were alienated from God and in 
need of purging. It is thus appropriate that this inaugural event should be marked by the 
appearance of a bird identified with cleansing from sin. If sacrifice for sin is being alluded 
to in this image of the dove, it fits in well with the eschatological picture already noted. 
That the Spirit of God is likened to a dove further suggests that it is the Spirit which 
actuates the sacrificial aspect of Jesus’ ministry.

Coincident with these visual phenomena is a voice from heaven which provides 
further insight into the meaning of this event. Of first importance is that the voice of God, 
silent for so many years, is again speaking to the people of Israel as they come to John’s 
baptism in the wilderness.41 The reappearance of the Spirit to Israel thus marks the renewal 
of divine communication to the people of God. The words spoken, like those of the voice 
at the transfiguration (17.5), are put in the third person by Matthew, and in this way 
become a testimony about Jesus to those looking on. The voice, clearly that of God, 
announces: ‘This is my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased’. The declaration echoes 
two important messianic texts and thereby identifies Jesus as both the anointed king (Ps 
2.7), who is given rule over the nations, and the anointed servant (Isa 42.1), who will 
establish justice among the nations. This divine announcement, by combining the concepts 
of sonship and servanthood, attests to the character of the Messiah. Jesus, the anointed 
king, operates in the full authority of his Father; yet, as the servant of the Lord, he 
exercizes that authority in humility and complete submission to the will of God. In this 
manner he announces the time of God’s redemption and champions the cause of 
righteousness. When the Spirit of God descends upon Jesus at his baptism he is revealed 
to Israel as this eschatological figure. For Jesus the event becomes that formal anointing 
which endows him with the power and authority needed to carry out his messianic task.

The Testing o f  the Messiah

When the Spirit comes upon Jesus at his baptism he is equipped for his messianic task, but 
clearly he is not yet prepared to begin that work. He must first be tested in order to prove 
his determination to fulfil his calling in the requisite manner. The sonship and servanthood

41 According to rabbinical theology, when the last prophets died and prophecy ceased in Israel God 
communicated in weakened fashion by means of the Bath Qol, or ‘daughter of a voice’. Some scholars 
wish to see the voice at the baptism and the transfiguration as examples of Bath Qol. However, it is much 
better to understand this phenomenon as signaling that once again God is speaking directly to his people.
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declared at his commissioning are to be tried in order to be confirmed. The verb 7t£ipd^0) 

in 4.1 connotes both testing and tempting and the choice of meaning is really a matter of 
perspective. For God this a necessary episode in the life of Jesus since it confirms his 
obedience to the divine will. For Satan, however, it offers an opportunity to entice Jesus to 
follow a diabolical course.

All three synoptic evangelists refer to the role of the Spirit in sending or leading 
Jesus to the place of testing. Yet only Matthew, through the use of the purpose infinitive 

(7t£tpaa0f]vai), directly states that Jesus was led up into the wilderness by the Spirit ‘in 

order to be tempted’ by the devil. It is the Spirit which initiates this confrontation with the 

tempter. Matthew is also alone in using the verb dvdyo), ‘to lead up’, which may be very 

significant, inasmuch as the same verb is found frequently in the LXX to describe G od’s 
leading of his people at the time of the exodus (Num 14.13, 20.5; 1 Sam 12.6; Ps 78.52, 
81.10; Jer 2.6, 7.22, 11.4, 16.14). As will be noted below, a major concern of the 
temptation narrative is to contrast the obedience of Jesus with the malfeasance of the 
exodus generation. It is very probable that Matthew is already preparing for this 
comparison through his choice of wording.42 Also significant is the place to which the 
Spirit leads Jesus. The symbolism of the wilderness has already been noted. It was, for 
example, the place where the generation of the exodus was tested and disciplined for forty 
years (Deut 8.2-5). Since Jesus encounters Satan here it is also important to recognize that 
the wilderness was frequently symbolic of the absence of God, being a wasteland 
abandoned by God, and therefore the place inhabited by powers and forces inimical to 
God.43 It is therefore fitting that the wilderness is the scene of this dramatic encounter 
between the Son of God and Satan.' It is also fitting that, before he begins his task of 
redeeming the people of God, Jesus is taken to this lifeless region to confront the inveterate 
enemy of God’s people, who will seek to subvert the redemptive programme of God, in 
order to show that he is truly the ‘stronger one’ who can withstand the tempter’s devices.

In the wilderness Jesus fasts for ‘forty days and forty nights’ at which point the 
tempting by the devil begins. The time reference is intended to recall the forty year period 
Israel spent in the wilderness. This is confirmed by the fact that the temptations faced by

42 In the light of Matthew’s evident interest in the ‘pattern of recurrence’ that adheres to God’s redemptive 
programme, this interpretation of dvdyo) is preferable to that which would see it as pointing to an ecstatic, 
visionary experience given to Jesus by the Spirit.
43 Note that in the OT the wilderness is not merely the home of fiery serpents and scorpions (Deut 8.15) but 
also of goat demons and Lilith (Isa 13.21-22, 34.13-15). Note also that, according to the parable of Matt
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Jesus bear a resemblance to the earlier testing of Israel in the wilderness and are 
successfully rebuffed in each case by Jesus’ quoting of a text from the very section of 
Deuteronomy (chs. 6-8) that describes Israel’s experience in the wilderness. Throughout 
the OT Israel is designated th e ‘son of God’ (cf. Exod4.22; Deut8.5, 14.1; Jer31.9; Hos 
11.1). According to Deut 8.2-5, it was because of this filial relationship that Israel was 
tested and disciplined in the wilderness. For Matthew, Jesus too is the son of God and his 

interpretation of Hos 11.1 makes it clear that he identifies Jesus with Israel: ‘Out of Egypt I 
have called my son’ (2.15). However, whereas Israel failed at the time of the first exodus 
Jesus now succeeds making possible the new exodus. When Israel was tested as a son ‘to 
know what was in your heart’ (Deut 8.2), the response of the nation was complaint and 
rebellion. Jesus, however, responds to similar tests in faith and obedience.44 This failure 
of the nation intimated that it would never achieve what God had intended to accomplish 
through it. That purpose must now be fulfilled through Jesus, the true son of God.

The nature of the testing concerns the manner in which Jesus will carry out his 
messianic ministry. In particular, the devil chooses to echo the voice at the baptism and 
make the divine sonship of Jesus the object of the temptation. The temptation thus 
becomes one of whether or not Jesus will use his status as the son of God in a self-servina 
way that conforms to human (and devilish) ideas of what sonship to God means.45 Jesus 
demonstrates throughout the contest that he understands sonship to mean first of all trust 
and obedience. The third and greatest temptation very strikingly recalls the divine voice’s 
allusion to Psalm 2. In the psalm the destiny of the king, designated ‘my son’, is universal 
dominion. Satan, in effect, offers Jesus a short cut to this goal if he will but worship him. 
This time of testing clearly establishes how Jesus will follow his messianic vocation. He 
will follow the way of obedient sonship and dedicated servanthood. He will obtain 
authoritative rule in the end not by following a path of self-seeking, but rather one that 
leads to suffering and sacrifice. Jesus’ achievement on this occasion of testing identifies 
him as the true Son of God in whom the divine programme long associated with Israel will

12.43-45, the exorcised spirit passes through waterless regions seeking a place to rest.
44 It is apparent that Luke, through a number of compositional techniques (1. placing the genealogy right 
before the temptation narrative, 2. tracing Jesus’ lineage all the way back to Adam, and 3. reversing the 
usual order so that the genealogy ends with Adam, ‘the son of God’), intends a contrast between Jesus and 
Adam in respect of triumph over testing.
45 The words of the tempter in 4.3, 5 (ei m oq ei -ton 0eob) is not an expression of doubt concerning Jesus’ 
status as the Son of God; rather they identify the point at which the tempter hopes to entice Jesus and are, 
best translated, ‘Since you are the Son of God’.
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now be accomplished.46 The temptation also demonstrates that the Spirit who was with 
Jesus from his conception and who had anointed him at the baptism now empowers him as 
the ‘mighty one’ able to defeat Satan.

The Works o f  the Messiah

Anointed and tested, Jesus is ready to begin his messianic ministry. Following the arrest 
of John the Baptist, he withdraws to Galilee and makes Capernaum the starting-point of his 
redemptive activity (4.12-13).47 At 4.14-16 Matthew presents this beginning of Jesus’ 
work in Galilee as the fulfilment of the salvation oracle of Isa 8.23-9.1 [9.1-2] which, in a 
context describing Israel’s redemption and the coming of the eschatological king, concerns 
the reappearance of light to those who live in darkness. Throughout Isaiah darkness is 
symbolic of exile (5.30; 8.22; 42,7, 16; 49.9; 59.9). God had removed the light of his 
presence; the abandoned people were forced to dwell in darkness and gloom. Yet in this 
passage the prophet envisions a time when captivity will end and God’s presence will once 
again be evident.48 Matthew has already identified Jesus as Isaiah’s Emmanuel. He is the 
presence of God active once again among his people in order to redeem them from the 
conditions of exile and restore them to true covenant relationship.49 By introducing his 
ministry in this way, Matthew identifes the concerns that stand at the very heart of Jesus’ 
work.

The activity of Jesus to which Matthew first draws attention links him closely to 
John the Baptist. Jesus, like John before him, proclaims: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is near.’ (4.17; cf. 3.2). In the Gospel the content of such ‘proclaiming’

46 In respect of the contrast between Jesus and Israel, it is noteworthy that Isaiah (63.10) describes Israel’s 
rebellion in the wilderness as a time when the nation ‘grieved his holy spirit’. When the Spirit ‘leads’ 
Jesus to the wilderness the outcome is dramatically different.
47 It is noteworthy that the motif of ‘withdrawal’ (dvaycopeo)), which plays a striking role in Jesus’ 
ministry, marks the very opening of that ministry. Jesus withdraws in the face of threat or opposition to 
the work of redemption (John’s arrest [4.12); Pharisaic plots to kill Jesus [12.15]; the death of John 
[14.13]; controversy with opponents [15.21]). It is perhaps significant that in response to opposition from 
Jewish quarters Jesus withdraws to Gentile areas (Galilee ‘of the Gentiles’ [4.15]; Tyre and Sidon [15.21]; 
the withdrawal of 12.15 is followed by the quotation of Isa 42.1-4, concerning the servant in whose name 
the Gentiles will hope [12.21]).
48 The return of light, representing God’s redeeming presence, is a major motif in the salvation oracles of 
Isaiah (cf. 9.1 [2]; 30.26; 42.16; 58.8, 10; 60.1, 20; cf. 2.5; 49.6; 51.4).
49 Although the redemption of Israel is the primary reference, the designation Galilee ‘of the Gentiles’ 
points to the wider consequences of the coming light; cf. J. Gnilka, Das Matthausevangelium (2 vols. 
Freiburg: Herder, 1998), I, p. 98. It should be noted that the mission of Isaiah’s anointed servant includes 
freeing those who sit in darkness (cf. Isa 42.7).
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(KrpijacKO) is the ‘good news’ of the kingdom (4.23; 9.35; 10.7; 24.14; cf. 26.13). 

Given Matthew’s penchant for looking to Isaiah for prophetic insight into the nature of the 
messianic task, there is little doubt that texts such as Isa 40.9-11 and 52.7-10 inform this 
content. In those passages the good news is that Yahweh reigns and is returning to Zion 
with might for the benefit of his people.50 This is essentially what John and Jesus 
proclaim. However, there is one important difference respecting the proclamations of John 
and Jesus. Whereas the former announced the coming of the Lord to exercize his rule, 
Jesus both announces and embodies the content of this proclamation. In Jesus, the 
‘mightier one’, Yahweh is now present to bring to his people the benefits of his rule.

By means of the summary in 4.23-25, Matthew further informs his readers 
concerning the nature of the messianic enterprise. Jesus’ itinerant ministry throughout 
Galilee is characterized by the three activities of teaching, proclaiming the good news of the 
kingdom, and healing those who were ill among the people. This description corresponds 
to what was noted earlier that the works of the Messiah consist of both ‘word’ and ‘deed’. 
In Matthew Jesus’ role as a teacher is given special prominence. Frequently he is 

addressed as ‘Teacher’ (5i5dcKaA,o<;) by both sympathizers and opponents. At 23.8, 10 

Jesus refers to himself as the ‘one’ teacher (SiSdaKaA-OC; and Ka0T|YpTt)(;) of his 

disciples.51 A major feature of the Gospel are the five major discourse sections which 
present the various topics and themes of Jesus’ teaching. For the most part, this teaching 
supports and interprets Jesus’ announcement of the coming of the the kingdom. A major 
theme of this teaching is the ‘righteousness’ which characterizes God’s rule. Especially in 
the important introductory discourse, the Sermon on the Mount, the life of the kingdom is 
defined in terms of righteousness (cf. 5.6, 20; 6.33). Of particular interest to the present 
study are those occasions when the teaching of Jesus elicits amazement from his hearers 
(7.28; 13.54; 22.33). At the conclusion to the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew observes 
that the crowds were astounded at his teaching. The reason given for this response is that 

he taught as one having authority (e^o'ucria; 7.29). Whereas the teaching of the scribes 

rested on the authority of received interpretation, Jesus interprets the Torah according to his 
own immediate awareness of the Father’s will. This accounts for certain bold statements

50 The participial form of the verb evaYYeki^O) appears in both passages; cf. also Isa 61.1 where an 
anointed figure is sent to bring good news to the oppressed
51 On the language of this passage see J. D. M. Derrett, ‘Mt 23,8-10 a Midrash in Is 54,13 and Jer 31,33
34’, Bib 62 (1981), pp. 372-86, and B. W. Winter, ‘The Messiah as the Tutor: The Meaning of 
KaeriYTlTiK in Matthew 23.10’, TyndB 42 (1991), pp. 152-57.
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within the Sermon, such as the repeated declaration, ‘But I say to you . . (5.22, 28, 32,
34, 39, 44), and the assertion that obedience to ‘these words of mine’ is a condition of 
eschatological salvation (7.24, 26). The implication, of course, is that Jesus possesses 
such authority because of his messianic anointing.52 Later when Jesus is teaching in the 
temple and asked by the chief priests and elders about the nature and source of his 
authority, he responds by asking about the source of John’s baptismal authority (21.23
25). This answer serves not only to point to a single source for the authority of both 
ministries, namely God, but also to John’s baptism as the occasion of Jesus having 
received his own particular authority. The Spirit, which had come upon him at the time of 
his baptism, continues to direct and empower the messianic mission.

The miracles of Jesus can also be seen as demonstrations of his messianic 
authority. As such they serve as visual representations of the restoring work he comes to 

effect. Matthew, in common with the other synoptic evangelists, uses the word Suvapeic; 

(lit. ‘powers’) when referring to the remarkable demonstrations of power evident in Jesus’ 
ministry (11.20-23; 13.54, 58; 14.2). The term reveals that the power of God is at work in 
and through him. Although Matthew does not explicitly point out the connection between 
this power and the Spirit, which is the case in Luke (cf. 4.14), this is certainly a reasonable 
inference.53 Matthew clearly views the words and works of Jesus as complementary; 
together they form a complete portrait of the messianic activity which originates with and is 
impelled by the Spirit of God.54 This complementary character is further evidenced in the 
fact that, as with his teaching, Jesus’ miracles occasion amazement on the part of onlookers 
(8.27; 9.33; 12.23; 15.31; 21.20). Those who witness his miracles perceive in them a 
manifestation of divine power.

Matthew places an extensive miracle section (chs. 8-9) immediately following the 
Sermon on the Mount. The larger division thus created (chs. 5-9) functions as a

52 The reasonable conclusion is reached by G. F. Hawthorne Presence and the Power [Dallas: Word, 
1991], p. 156) that the use of e^O'uaia in the Gospels to describe the words and works of Jesus constitutes 
an ‘implicit referenceto the Holy Spirit present and at work in him. ’
53 A study of SlivccpiQ in the Synoptics, noting certain ambiguities presented by the evidence, appears in C. 
K. Barrett, The Holy Spirit and the Gospel Tradition. (London: SPCK, 1966), pp. 71-77.
54 It is puzzling that B. C. Aker (‘Matthew, Gospel of’, in S. M. Burgess and G. B. McGee (eds.), 
Dictionary o f Pentecostal and Charismatic M ovements [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988], p. 591) should^ 
claim that Jesus performs miracles ‘not because he has the Spirit’, but ‘because he is the Messiah and has 
the authority’. Surely he is the Messiah and has the authority because first of till he has the Spirit. The 
opinion which underlies Aker’s assertion, that in Matthew the Spirit is subjugated to enhance Jesus’ 
messianic role (p. 589), can not be supported.
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comprehensive introduction to Jesus’ messianic ministry.55 By so presenting Jesus as 
Messiah in both word and deed Matthew prepares for the response of Jesus to John the 
Baptist’ query in 11.2-6. When that passage was discussed earlier it was noted that in his 
reply Jesus associates the ‘works’ John had heard about with Isaiah’s description of the 
eschatological redemption. In respect of this, certain details within Matthew 8-9 deserve 
attention. In the summary of Jesus’ healing ministry at 8.16-17, his exorcisms and 
healings are interpreted as a fulfilment of Isa 53 .4.56 Jesus’ identification with the people 
in their illness and infirmity distinguishes him as the servant figure of that passage. For 
Matthew, Jesus fulfils the role of the servant of the Lord, in part, through his works of 
healing.57 Note that a similar summary of healing activity at 12.15 is followed by the 
quotation of Isa 42.1-4. There again Jesus is identified as ‘my servant’ upon whom God 
has put his Spirit. The weak and vulnerable, symbolized by the bruised reed and 
smouldering wick, are the special objects of his attention (12.20).

Within Matthew’s narrative Jesus is first addressed as ‘Son of David’ by the two 
blind men he heals in 9.27-31. It was noted that this messianic title, of considerable 
importance to Matthew, appears chiefly in contexts treating Jesus’ healing work, 
particularly his healing of the blind. It is of probable significance to this feature of the 
Gospel that in Isaiah blindness symbolizes the condition of the nation standing under the 
judgment of Yahweh. The people are described as both blind and deaf (43.8); in language 
echoing the covenant curse of Deut 28.29, they are said to grope about like the blind 
(59.10). This imagery relates, of course, to Isaiah’s depiction of exile as a state of 
darkness. Yet when Yahweh restores his people the eyes of the blind shall see for they will 
at last be opened (29.18; 35.5). Of further interest is that the task of opening the eyes of 
the blind is given to the servant (42 .7).58 It is perhaps best to understand these healings of 
the blind as a symbolic representation of the light which Jesus as the Messiah brings to 
Israel. Like other miracles, these healings call attention to an important aspect of the

55 Note that through the summary statements of 4.23-25 and 9.35 Matthew creates a discrete unit.
56 According to U. Luz (Das Evangeliumnach Matthaus [3 vols. Zurich: Benzigeirl985, 1990; 1997], 2, 
p. 19) the Isaiah citation becomes ‘einer Art Deutewort der Geschichte Jesu. ’
51 More will be said later concerning allusions to Isa 53 in the passion narrative. The healings of Jesus 
both represent and anticipate the more far-reaching consequences of his death.
58 It is noteworthy that, of the Synoptic evangelists, only Matthew, when describing the healing of The 
blind, speaks of their eyes being ‘opened’ (dvoiyo); 9.30; cf. 20.33), language that clearly echoes Isa 35.5 
and 42.7. The fusion of the categories of ‘Son of David’ and ‘servant’ presents no difficulties since already 
in Isaiah the anointed servant figure is described in a manner evocative of the anointed royal figure; 
moreover, the divine voice at Jesus’ baptism brings together the conceptions of the royal son and the 
beloved servant.
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messianic mission, in this case that in Jesus the presence of God has returned to his people 
in order to rescue them from their darkened spiritual condition.

It was observed that in Isaiah the eschatological redemptive work of God, which is 
realized through the transforming power of his Spirit, is described as a ‘new thing’ (42.9; 
43.18-19; 48.6). With reference to this, it is important to consider what Matthew records 
about an exorcism at the conclusion of his miracle collection. At 9.32-33 when Jesus casts 
a demon out of a mute man the crowds witnessing the event are prompted to exclaim: 
‘Never has anything like this been seen in Israel’. Although Mark and Luke record similar 
exorcisms only Matthew registers this judgment by the people. It would appear that the 
crowds recognize something new and unequaled is happening in their midst. It is likely 
that Matthew intends his readers to see in this exclamation of the people an echo of Isaiah’s 
promise that when the Lord redeems his people he will do new things never before seen or 
known (48. 6).59In the activity of Jesus the Messiah, done through the power of his Spirit, 
God is accomplishing the eschatological exodus of his people.

One further passage pertaining to the works of the Messiah and which again 
focuses attention on their source is 13.53-58. When Jesus teaches in his hometown of 

Nazareth, the people are provoked to ask concerning the origin of ‘this wisdom (ootpia) 

and these miraculous powers (8'UV&p,ei<;)’ (v. 54). Once again the works of Jesus are 

summarized according to classifications of ‘word’ and ‘deed’,60 and in Matthew’s telling 
the emphasis is placed firmly on the matter of their derivation. The series of five questions 
asked by the townspeople opens and closes with questions about this very matter.61 They 
are puzzled because Jesus’ background seems so ordinary. After all, ‘Is not this the 
carpenter’s son?’ (13.55). Their mistaken assumption draws attention to the true source of 
Jesus’ power and authority. He speaks and acts as he does because he was ‘begotten’ of 
the Holy Spirit (1.20) and not of Joseph the carpenter.62 This text would appear to provide 
yet a further indication that Jesus’ works are due to the influence of the Spirit.

59 It i^perfiaps appropriate that th is exclamation .of the crowd is linkedto the speaking of one who had been 
dumb since Isa 48.6 includes the promise, ‘I will make you hear new things’.
60 Luz ( Matthaus, 2, p. 384) is correct to take wisdom in this context as referring to Jesus’ teaching.
61 Whereas in the Markan parallel (6.2) the people express curiosity about the character of the wisdom and 
power of Jesus, in Matthew they are curious only about their source.
62 It is possible that Matthew intends for his readers to consider the irony implicit in the question, 
especially when one observes that in the Markan parallel (6.3) the people ask, ‘Is not this the carpenter?’
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Conclusion

Matthew presents Jesus as the anointed figure who stands at the centre of G od’s 
eschatological redemption. He does this by relating the Spirit to every aspect of Jesus’ life 
and work. The remarkable conception of Jesus is the consequence of the Spirit’s creative 
activity and results in the birth of one who embodies the presence of God. The descent of 
the Spirit at his baptism signals an anointing which both authorizes and empowers Jesus to 
accomplish the messianic task. The period of testing, initiated by the Spirit, demonstrates 
that the anointed son of God exhibits the divine character and is willing to submit to the 
divine purpose. When his ministry begins it exemplifies, even as it advances, the rule of 
God. Jesus teaches with authority concerning the will of God and promotes the 
righteousness which defines the content of that will. He performs works of power that 
illustrate the restoration and renewal he has come to effect. Even when specific reference to 
the Spirit is lacking, it is evident that the works of Jesus are done through a wisdom and 
power originating from that source. Of necessity the role of the Spirit is played out in the 
background of the messianic endeavour, but in no way is it minimized. The Spirit is the 
very essence of the Messiah and of the redemptive work associated with him.

The messianic tradition of the OT gave rise to certain expectations concerning the 
nature and work of the coming anointed ruler. Matthew seeks to show through his 
methodical description of Jesus’ person and activity that together they fulfil the substance 
of what had been anticipated. Nonetheless, he notes that the particular fulfilment found in 
Jesus is of such an extraordinary quality and character that it is easily missed. As Jesus 
carries out his messianic task he is met by astonishment and even anger, but less frequently 
by belief. An ironical feature of the Gospel is that the blind in Israel are among the few 
who come to recognize his true identity. Despite the possibility of misapprehension 
Matthew continues to set before his readers the works of Jesus since they, once properly 
understood, provide certain evidence of his messiahship. Up to this point only a portion of 
his messianic task has been noted. It is now time to turn to other aspects of that work.

47



Chapter 2

‘Something Greater Is Here’
Spirit and Redemption in Matthew

The essential work of Jesus the Messiah is the redemption of his people. This is 
announced even before his birth when an angel of the Lord instructs Joseph to name the 
child Jesus since ‘he will save his people from their sins’ (1.21). As God’s ‘anointed one’ 
Jesus is appointed to carry out God’s redemptive purpose for his people. Throughout the 
OTYahweh is described as the saviour of his people (cf. Pss 17.7; 106.21; Jer 14.8; Hos 
13.4; the description is a distinguishing feature of the salvation oracles of Isaiah [43.3, 11; 
45.15, 21; 49.26; 60.16; 63.8; 66.9]). The starting point of Yahweh’s saving activity on 
behalf of Israel is, of course, the exodus event. At that time Yahweh saves his people from 
the Egyptians (Ex 14.30; 15.2; 18.11; Ps 106.10). In Moses’ blessing of the Israelites 
before his death he describes them as fortunate and unique since they are ‘a people saved 
by Yahweh’ (Deut 33.29). God’s redeeming activity continues as the people encounter 
opposition in the land of promise. When they battle against their adversaries they do so in 
the strength of Yahweh’s assurance that he would save them from their enemies (Num 
10.9). Invariably, God chooses to deliver his people by his anointed agents. At first it is 
the judges, frequently described as ‘saviours’ themselves, who are the instruments of 
God’s deliverance (cf. Judg 2.18; 3.9; Neh 9.27). Yet in time the task of saving the people 
from their enemies comes to be associated with the king. It is significant that at 1 Sam 9.16 
the anointing of Saul is the antecedent to his deliverance of the people from the hand of the 
Philistines; it is further stated at 10.1 that his rule over the people is to be characterized by 
rescue from their enemies. It is David who finally accomplishes this task, however, since 
through him Yahweh saves his people from all their enemies and gives them peace (2 Sam 
3.18; 1 Chron 22.18). It has already been noted that this aspect of David’s rule gave rise to 
the notion, so central to the messianic hope, that the coming Davidic king would also 
struggle against and be victorious over those powers that oppose God and his people. This 
hope continued to sustain the people throughout the time of exile. God had indeed



punished their disobedience by handing them over to their enemies, yet just as he had 
delivered them in the past he would do so again. Implicit in the notion of the second 
exodus is that this deliverance would also witness the defeat of the enemies of G od’s 
people. In the light of this background, Matt 1.21 is at once remarkable and profound.

The deliverance Jesus effects has nothing to do with national enemies.1 Rather, the 
subjugation by other nations which characterized the exilic experience of the people is seen 
as the consequence of their subjugation to a more ultimate adversary, namely their sins.

In this chapter the singular nature of Jesus redemptive work will be examined. 
Inasmuch as this redemption has reference to the sins of the people, attention will be 
directed to the importance attached to the forgiveness of sins in the ministry of Jesus. Not 
all in Israel are responsive or even approving of his work of forgiveness, however. This 
element of the messianic task, like many others, provokes a division among the people. In 
respect of this, the judgment that of necessity accompanies the work of redemption will be 
discussed. It may be considered axiomatic that the redemptive work of God always 
involves judgm ent. The exodus deliverance of Israel is at the same time a judgment upon 
Egypt. Intrinsic to the eschatological concept of the ‘day of Yahweh’ is the notion that it is 
a day of both judgment and salvation. This is, of course, also true of Jesus’ ministry. 
Reference has already been made to John the Baptist’s introduction of the one who comes 
after him. His words, with their particular emphasis on judgment, provide a graphic 
preview of the nature of Jesus’ ministry. John announces the advent of a powerful one 
who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire, one whose coming will initiate a 
judgment that will result in the separation of the righteous from the unrighteous. From the 
beginning the messianic mission of Jesus is defined as one which operates in a context of 
judgment. The Spirit, which directs and empowers every aspect of the messianic mission, 
is closely identified with this process of judgment. In order to investigate the function of 
the Spirit relative to both the messianic redemption and the judgment it occasions, particular 
attention will be directed to Matthew 12, a chapter containing a collection of significant 
texts concerning the Spirit. Finally, the events surrounding the death of Jesus will be 
analyzed, noting especially how the redemption promised in 1.21 finds fulfilment in Jesus’

1 In this respect, Matthew’s understanding of the messianic mission stands in marked contrast to what 
might be termed the typical Jewish understanding, according to which the Davidic Messiah delivers the 
people- by- destroying sinners and unrighteous gentiles.- This view finds definitive expression in Pss Sol 
17.21-25.
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death and, as an attendant consequence of this eschatological deliverance, how the death of 
Jesus initiates a new experience of the Spirit for the people of God.

The Forgiveness o f  Sin in the Ministry o f  Jesus
The events subsequent to the establishment of the Sinai covenant made clear to Israel the 
adverse effects of sin. When the people commit the great sin of making for themselves the 
golden calf, in flagrant violation of the covenant stipulations, the consequences are severe 
and far-reaching (Exod 32-33). The covenant is itself broken, as illustrated by Moses’ 
smashing of the stone tablets; the separation this entails is underscored by the removal of 
God’ presence. What had distinguished Israel as the people of God no longer obtained. It 
therefore became necessary for Moses to make atonement for the sin of the people. He 
pleads with God to forgive their sin and presses for the continuance of the divine presence 
with Israel. The intercession is successful: God promises that his presence will go with the 
people and the covenant is renewed. This episode, at the beginning of the covenant 
relationship, can be viewed as paradigmatic for the later events of exile and restoration. 
The sins of the nation result in the breakdown of the covenant and the removal of all its 
attendant blessings. Yet, when the chastened people turn once again to God in the midst of 
exile, he will hear their pleading, forgive their sin, and restore them (Deut 30.1-5; 1 Kings 
8.34; 2 Chron 6.25; cf. 2 Chron 7.14; Ps 85.1-13). Jeremiah, a prophet of the exile, 
speaks of a new covenant, different from the earlier one they had broken, that Yahweh will 
make with Israel at a time when he will forgive their sin (Jer 31.31-34; cf. 33.8). The 
restoration of Israel will occur, yet it is premissed on God’s forgiveness of the sins of the 
people.

This pattern which composes the redemptive story explains why the forgiveness of 
sins stands at the centre of the messianic mission. Forgiveness is the defining element of 
the salvation Jesus comes to effect. It was noted that at his baptism, which marks his 
introduction to Israel as the Messiah, Jesus identifies with the sins of the people. His first 
public act thus becomes a programmatic event indicating the precise nature of his calling. It 
is not surprising, then, that Matthew should make forgiveness a particular feature of Jesus’ 
messianic ‘words’ and ‘deeds’. When Jesus begins his ministry of authoritative teaching, 
considerable weight is attached to the topic of forgiveness. Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness 
is not unique to Matthew, yet in Matthew that teaching is considerably expanded and 
reinforced. In the forgiveness petition of the Lord’s Prayer (6.12), the disciples of Jesus 
are reminded not only of their need of God’s forgiveness but also of their obligation to
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forgive others. This second matter is touched on in Mark (11.25) and Luke (11.4), yet 
unique to Matthew is the expanded teaching appended to the prayer which reinforces the 
thought: if one forgives, one will be forgiven; if one refuses to forgive, one will not be 
forgiven (6.14-15). Matthew wishes his readers to understand that God’s forgiveness is 
necessarily connected with one’s forgiveness of others. The point is not that human 
forgiveness is the ground of divine forgiveness, God’s forgiveness is always prior, but 
that human forgiveness is the necessary consequence and indeed the clearest attestation that

divine forgiveness has occurred.2 This principle receives further elucidation in 18.21-35. 
Jesus’ response to Peter’s question about how often the sinning brother is to be forgiven 
essentially corresponds to the dominical teaching at Luke 17.4: no limit is to be placed on

forgiveness.3 Yet only in Matthew is this pronouncement strengthened by the addition of 
the parable of the unforgiving servant. In the parable a servant is forgiven a great debt he 
owes a king, yet refuses to show mercy to a fellow servant who owes him a minor debt. 
In the end the king revokes his earlier cancellation of the debt and has the servant cast into 
prison. The central point of the parable is expressed in the final words of the king to the 
servant: ‘Was it not necessary for you also to show mercy to your fellow servant, as I had 
shown mercy to you?’ (v. 33). To this Jesus adds his own summation: ‘So also will my 
heavenly Father do to you, unless you forgive your brother from your heart.’ (v. 35), 
words that echo the supplement to the Lord’s Prayer. The reason for this emphasis, so 
critical to the Matthean teaching on forgiveness, is that the forgiveness of God, which is the 
precondition of the redemption of God, is only effective in the lives of those who show 
through their forgiveness of others that they truly understand and are responsive to the 
forgiving work of God. A person’s failure to act according to forgiveness and mercy, on 
the other hand, indicates that God’s forgiveness has not been actualized in their life, and for 
that reason the person stands under the threat of eschatological judgment.

An emphasis on forgiveness also characterizes the works of Jesus in Matthew. An 
important passage which demonstrates that the forgiveness of sin is intrinsic to the ministry

2 In a helpful and nuanceddiscussion, C. F. D. Moule (‘. . . As we forgive. . .’: a Note on the Distinction 
between Deserts and Capacity in the Understanding of Forgiveness’, in E. Bammell, C. K. Barrett, and W. 
D. Davtes- (eds.), Donum Genlilicitm: New Testament Studies in Honour o f David Daube [Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1978, pp. 68-77) argues that forgiveness ‘though not conditional on merit, is, nevertheless 
conditional—conditional on response to the gift, conditional on the capacity to receive it.’ (p. 74).
3 At Matthew 18.22 Jesus instructs Peter to forgive ‘seventy times seven’ (or ‘seventy seven times’, 
depending on how fP8opr|KOVxdKic enxd  is translated); at Luke 17.4 Jesus teaches that you are to forgive^ 
a repentant disciple even if he or she has sinned against you seven times in a single day.
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of Jesus is the healing of the paralytic at 9.1 -8. Although this miracle appears in the triple 
tradition (cf. Mark 2.1-12; Luke 5.17-26), Matthew alone places particular emphasis on the

authority to forgive sins.4 What is most striking about the miracle is that the forgiveness of 
the paralytic is made coincident with his healing. This not only points to the essential 
connection between sin and illness (cf. Deut 28.15-68; 2 Chron 21.12-15; Pss 38.3;

103.3), but demonstrates that Jesus himself possesses authority to forgive sins.5 It is also 
striking that within Matthew’s narrative this healing is the occasion of the first human 
opposition to Jesus ministry. Jesus’ assertion that the man’s sins are forgiven elicits the 
judgment of the scribes, albeit expressed internally, that he is a blasphemer. In their view 
he is guilty of laying claim to a divine prerogative; his words are an affront to God. Yet 
Jesus speaks with the authority of Emmanuel. He can forgive sins because in him God is 
present to forgive sins. It is ironic that opposition first appears in this context where Jesus 
speaks of his authority to forgive sins. In this way the very focus of his redeeming activity 
becomes the flashpoint of controversy.

Although the healing of the paralytic is the only case where the restoration to 
physical wholeness is explicitly linked with the restoration to spiritual wholeness 
demonstrated through the forgiveness of sins, other healings also point to this aspect of 
Jesus’ mission. It is significant that the language of illness and infirmity is often used by 
the prophets to describe the negative effects of God’s judgment upon Israel (cf. Isa 1.6; Jer 
10.19; 15.18; Hos 5.11-13; Mic 1.8). As the complement to this, the time of redemption 
and restoration is often depicted in terms of healing (cf. Isa 30.26; 57.18-19; 58.8; Jer 
30.12-17; 33.6; Hos 6.1). Of particular interest is the salvation oracle of Isa 33.17-24, 
where a portrayal of the blessings that accompany the messianic rule concludes with the 
promise that at that time no inhabitant of Zion will say, ‘I am sick’, for the sins of those 
who dwell there will be forgiven. The richer theological meaning of Jesus’ healings is 
understood when they are seen against this backdrop. His healings serve as physical 
representations of that work of spirtual restoration he has come to accomplish.

The passage which follows the healing of the paralytic provides further evidence 
that Jesus’ mission consists in the restoration of sinners back to God. Jesus’ practice of

4 All three synoptic evangelists include Jesus’ declaration that ‘the Son of man has authority on earth to 
forgive sins’, yet only Matthew contains the notice that the crowds glorified God ‘who had given such 
autheritj^to people.’ (9.8; in-Mark (2.12J the-onlookers exelaim, ‘W eneversaw anything like this!’; in 
Luke [5.26] they remark,’We have seen wonderful things today!’).
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accepting and even eating with sinners gives additional visual demonstration of a mission 
centred on the forgiveness of sins (9.9-13). The activity also provokes the censure of his 
opponents, this time the Pharisees, and gives rise to the ‘indictment’ that he is ‘a friend of 
tax collectors and sinners’ (11.19). Matthew is not the only evangelist to relate this 
impressive feature of Jesus’ ministry. However, unique to Matthew is the statement of the 
divine warrant which lies behind this activity: God desires mercy, and not sacrifice (Hos 
6.6). It is in the very nature of God to show mercy. Jesus’ calling of sinners is to be 
regarded, therefore, as a manifestation of divine mercy. He plays out the role of the king in 
the parable of the unforgiving servant by extending mercy to those whose debts are too 
large to repay. His mission is that of offering the forgiveness of God to all who stand in 
need of it. The attitude of the Pharisees reveals that they do not truly comprehend this 
mercy of God which is shown in the forgiveness of sinners, and are thereby in danger of

cutting themselves off from the forgiveness of God and the redemption it betokens.6 It is 
noteworthy that once again opposition to Jesus is focused on the very issue which defines 
his messianic task.

One final statement from Matthew which identifies the centrality of the forgiveness 
of sins to Jesus’ ministry appears in the words of Jesus over the cup at the Last Supper. 
When he offers his disciples the cup of wine to drink he refers to it as ‘my blood of the 
covenant which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.’ (26.28). In the phrase 
‘my blood of the covenant’ there is a probable allusion to the two OT passages where 
‘blood’ and ‘covenant’ appear together. At Exod 24.8, in a context describing the 
ratification of the Sinai covenant, Moses spatters the people with the blood of sacrificed 
oxen announcing that this is ‘the blood of the covenant’. The relationship between Yahweh 
and his people is thus inaugurated by means of a blood sacrifice. At Zech 9.11, in a 
messianic context describing the defeat of enemies, the coming of a triumphant yet humble 
king, and the restoration of Israel, the ‘blood of my covenant’ is said to be the cause of the 
liberation and restoration. The suggestion is that when God re-establishes covenant with 
his people this too will involve a blood sacrifice. The second great work of redemption 
thus conforms to the model of the exodus redemption. The blood of Jesus is further 

described as that ‘which is poured out for many’ (to Ttepi JtoXA,cov eKXDWOjxevov).

6 That ‘the^Somef Man has-authority FTui yqq (‘on earttr’) to forgive sins’ is best taken in the sense 
that ‘alreadynow’, in advanceof the final judgment, he forgives sins; cf. Luz, Matthaus, 2, p. 37.
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Matthew’s use of the preposition 7uept in this clause, as distinct from Mark (14.24) and 

Luke (22.20) who use \)7tep, is perhaps intended to recall the sacrificial language of Isa

53.4, 10, 12, which speaks of the servant of Yahweh who suffers for the sins of ‘many’.7 
It is noteworthy that earlier in Isaiah (42.6; 49.8) Yahweh speaks of giving the servant ‘as 
a covenant for the people’. Although Matthew makes no direct connection between the 
death of Jesus and the expiatory function of Isaiah’s servant, his carefully chosen allusions 
point to the fact that in his death Jesus fulfils the enigmatic role of the servant. The final 
phrase, ‘for the forgiveness of sins’, which had been used by Mark (1.4) and Luke (3.3) in 
connection with John’s baptism is, in this context, unique to Matthew. Although Matthew 
recognizes that the baptism of John has relevance to the sins of the people, he reserves this 
phrase for the death of Jesus. It is the sacrificial death of Jesus alone which atones for the 
sins of the people and which makes possible a new covenant relationship between them and 
God.

For Matthew the sins of the people are to be viewed as an injurious power which 
devastates their covenant relationship with God and holds dominion over their lives. 
Accordingly, the redemption described in his Gospel is primarily about the deliverance 
from this hostile power that Jesus the Messiah provides for his people through his own 
death. There is more to be said about the significance of Jesus’ death, yet before doing so 
attention must be directed to another opposing power, that of Satan, which seeks to 
manipulate God’s people and subvert his redemptive purposes. The redemptive work of 
God does not take place in a neutral context. Just as the Spirit of God is present to guide 
and enable the messianic mission of deliverance, there also exists a malevolent spiritual 
power that is determined to thwart the divine purpose. The messianic redemption not only 
necessitates deliverance from sin but also the overthrow of this power and the release of

those under its control.8 Yet, just as the redemptive activity of forgiving sins roused

6 Note that the Pharisees, along with the Sadduccees, are rebuked by John the Baptist at 3.7-10, presumably 
because they rejected any notion that they themselves were sinners in need of repentance.
7 Cf. E. Schweizer, The Good New According to Matthew (Atlanta: John Knox, 1975), p. 491; the LXX
has the preposition rtept at Isa 53.4, 10 and the substantive adjective at Isa 53.12. Within the
Gospel of Matthew, 26.28 looks back to 20.28, a text which also contains echoes of Isa 53, where Jesus 
alludes to his death as an atoning sacrifice, a ransom for sins for many.
8 The place of the struggle against Satan within the context of God’s redemptive program is well stated hv 
H. Kruse (‘Das Reich Satans’, Bib 58 [1977], p. 59): ‘Ziel Jesu ist sicherlich die Erlosung derMenschen 
und die Aufrichtung des Gottesreiches; der Kampf gegen den Satan ist nur die davon unablosbare negative 
Seite und der Weg zu diesem Ziel.’
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opposition against Jesus, so also his campaign against the forces of Satan engenders 
further criticism and hostility. It is in this way that the work of redemption, operating in a 
fashion so extraordinary and unexpected, occasions a separation within Israel and creates a 
context for j udgment.

Conflict with Satan in the Ministry o f  Jesus
From its very beginning the messianic task involves conflict with Satan. It was noted that 
directly following Jesus’ messianic anointing he is led by the Spirit into the wilderness to

be to be tempted by the devil.9 The fact that the first task allotted to the Messiah, following 
his baptism yet preceding his mission of restoring the people of God, is that of entering 
into this lifeless region to confront the great opponent of God’s purpose, underscores that 
the work of redemption presupposes the struggle between the creative goodness of God 
and the anarchic evil of Satan. The temptation can thus be seen as an archetypical event 
inasmuch as it draws attention to the spiritual conflict that forms the backdrop to the story 
of redemption. On that occasion Jesus is successful in withstanding the devil’s attempts to 
divert him from the path of patient obedience to the will of the Father. He emerges 
victorious from the time of testing, having demonstrated that the power of God’s Spirit 
with which he was now endowed is stronger than this adversarial power.

When Jesus begins his messianic work it is appropriate that the exorcism of 
demons should be included among his activities. In the summary of 4.23-25, which 
sketches a portrait of the early Galilean ministry, it is observed that Jesus healed not only

those who were ill or infirm but also those who were possessed by demons.10 Like other 
healings the exorcisms bear witness to the deliverance and restoration which distinguishes 
the redemptive enterprise. Throughout his narrative Matthew records several specific 
instances of exorcism (8.28-34; 9.32-34; 12.22-24; 15.21-28; 17.14-18). In every case 
the demons are vulnerable to the greater power of Jesus who casts them out. It would 
appear that Satan, who had been unable to prevail over Jesus in the wilderness, is now 
rendered ineffectual to resist these incursions into his sphere of operation. This surpassing 
power of Jesus, emanating from the Spirit of God, is particularly emphasized at 8.16 
where, in an observation unique to Matthew, Jesus is described as casting out the spirits

9 Matthew uses the designations ‘the devil’, ‘Satan’, ‘the evil one’, and ‘BeelzebuF interchangeably to refer 
to the pre-eminent enemy of God.
10 Note that Matthew describes exorcisms as ‘healings’ at 4.25; 12.22; 15.28; and 17.18.
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‘with a word’ (A,6y(p). This striking characterization recalls passages such as Gen 1 and 

Ps 33.6, according to which God creates through the agency of his word, and may also 
allude to the description of the spirit anointed king in Isa 11.4 who quells the wicked with 
the breath of his lips. The expulsion of such spirits intent on ruin and disorder is 
simultaneously a creative and punitive action. For the individual who had been possessed 
by the demon the exorcism means a return from virtual chaos to a state of order; yet for the

demon the exorcism means defeat and punishment.11 The exorcisms thus epitomize the 
redemptive program of God which means the deliverance of his people and the defeat of his 
enemies. In each exorcism the good news of the kingdom is plainly represented. God, in 
the person of his anointed servant, has come in strength to restore order to his creation and

bring deliverance to his people.12 In this respect, the words of Jesus at 12.28 are 
especially momentous, for there he affirms unequivocally that his exorcisms, effected as 
they are through the power of the Spirit of God, signify that the kingdom of God has 
come. It is this work in particular which confirms that God, in Jesus, is exercising his rule 
over creation. To understand why exorcisms play such a crucial role in the redemptive 
program, attention must be directed to the profound theological meaning of the exile and 
restoration.

Exile as Chaos and Restoration as New Creation
It is evident from the prophets that coincident with the removal of God’s presence from the 
people of Israel at the time of the exile, a phenomenon which must be regarded as the most 
dreadful aspect of the judgment, was the intrusion of hostile powers which apparently fill 
the vacuum created by the divine absence. On one level, these powers are national political 
enemies who devastate the land and lead the people into captivity. Yet, on another level, 
the judgment of God results in something much more ominous and profound. Especially 
in the books of Isaiah and Jeremiah the judgment of exile consists in a return to chaos. The 
people of Israel, by following a course opposite to that stipulated in the covenant, brought 
upon themselves the wrath of Yahweh. And this arousing of the divine wrath brought

11 The narrative concerning the Gadarene demoniacs points out the frenzy that is typical of the possessed 
(8.28; note also the reaction of the swine when the demons enter them); it also alludes to the ultimate doom 
that awaits the demons: in Matthew they ask Jesus, ‘Have you come here before the time to torment us?’ 
(v. 29). Reference is made in Matt 25.41 to a place of eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.
12 Cf. Kruse, ‘Das Reich Satans’, p. 39: ‘derSeig des Goftesreiches ist die Niededagedes Satansreiches.’
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about in turn an unleashing of the forces of chaos.13 In Isaiah the exile is clearly 
understood in such terms, since a major theme found in the salvation oracles is that the

present time of chaos is not Yahweh’s ultimate intention for his people.14 For example, at 

Isa. 45.18-19 Yahweh declares that he did not create the earth or land (fHK) to be a chaos

or a wasteland ( in n ) , but to be ordered and inhabited. Yet the land, devastated by divine

judgment, had become a desolation and a land of darkness (“] 2)1*1 jH K ).16 Jeremiah

similarly connects exile with a return to chaos. In the vision of Jer. 4.23-28 the judgment 
about to befall the nation is, in poetic manner, likened to a return to primeval chaos. One 
outcome of this judgment is the transformation of the fruitful land into a wilderness

(1 3 1 0 ; epripoc;). Another outcome is that the nation’s status as God’s special creation is

cancelled.16 Whereas the exodus had marked the creation of the nation, the exile now 
marks its ‘de-creation’.

With respect to the transformation of the land into a wilderness, it is noteworthy 

that according to Jer. 2.6 the wilderness (1 3 1 0 ; epT||i,o<;) is a frightful place: an empty

land, waterless, and full of deep darkness.17 It is ironic that it is from just such a place that 
Yahweh delivered the people of Israel prior to bringing them into their own pleasant land. 
In the evocative language of ‘The Song of Moses’, Yahweh is described as finding Jacob

in a desert land (13*713 f l K ;  yi] epijlio^) and in the waste ( l i n )  of the howling

wilderness (Deut. 32.10). The punishment apportioned to the disobedient nation is,

13 When describing the chaotic nature of exile, W. Brueggemann (‘Weariness, Exile and Chaos’, CBQ 34 
[1972], p. 33) remarks that ‘exile was not simply displacement from the land but it was the experience of 
the end of creation, the exhaustion of salvation history, the demise of king; temple, city, land, and all those 
supports which give structure and meaning to life.’
14 Cf. D. G. Johnson, From Chaos to Restoration (Sheffield: JSOT, 1988), pp. 45-46.
16 Commenting on Isa. 45.19, D. Tsumurn {The Earthandthe Waters in Genesis 1 and2 [Sheffield: JSOT, 
1989], p. 35) notes that the most natural explanation structurally would be that in n  stands parallel to the 
phrase ‘in a land of darkness’. It has been observed already that in Isaiah exile is frequently likened to a 
period of darkness. In Isa. 9.1 [2] the people in exile are said to ‘live in a land of utter darkness’. It is 
interesting to compare the judgment of God described in Job 12.24-25: He makes them wander in a waste 
(inn), where they grope in the dark ("[OTT) without light.
16 P. C. Craigie et al., Jeremiah 1-25 (Dallas: Word, 1991), p. 82.
17 W. Holladay (Jeremiah 1 [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986], p. 166) notes that ‘this description of the empty 
land is not simply geographical; it is ontological’.
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therefore, tantamount to a return to that same bleak condition as when it first experienced 
Yahweh’s compassion and grace. And yet the condition of the people will be far worse, 
for this exilic experience of chaos and wilderness, far from being neutral, places them in a 
position of vulnerability vis-a-vis those forces and powers which are inimical to the

purposes of Yahweh.18 Thus, the breakdown of the covenant witnesses the loss of every 
blessing associated with the covenant. As Yahweh’s protective care is removed he permits 
a return of chaos which, in effect, nullifies his special creative work.

This prophetic description of the exile underscores dramatically the horrors of 
Israel’s separation from God. Yet even in the midst of this national calamity the prophetic 
hope is expressed that Yahweh has not completely turned his back on his people but for 
their benefit will perform a new creative work in the future. The many statements in the 
second part of Isaiah affirming Yahweh’s role as creator (cf. 40.12-31; 44.24-28; 45.12
13, 18-19; 51.12-16) are no doubt intended to assure the exiles that the one who created

order out of chaos in the past is capable of doing so again in the future.19 In Isaiah this 
new creative work of Yahweh is described in terms of a new exodus of the people. Once 
more Yahweh will choose Israel (14.1). One more time the Red Sea will be dried up 
(43.15-17; 51.10-11). A way of return will be made in the wilderness which at that time 
will blossom (35.1-10; 43.19). The ‘new things’ of this second exodus may correspond to 
the ‘former things’ of the first exodus yet, in fact, they do not bear comparison (42.9; 
43.18-19). Indeed, Yahweh’s new work of creation will so greatly surpass the things he 
had done before that the people are advised to forget the former things. Thus, out of the

chaos of exile Yahweh will complete a new creative work in the restoration of his people.20 
He will make it possible for them to return to him so that they can enjoy again the blessings 
of divine fellowship.

An salient feature of this new work of Yahweh is the role played by the Spirit in the 
creative process. The involvement of the Spirit is, of course, not surprising since the Spirit

18 Compare^ the-comments of J. Z. Smith; ‘Earth and Gods', 49 (1969), p. 108: ‘For the ancient
Israelite, the wilderness or desert was not seen as neutral ground, but rather as sacred land—sacred in the v 
“wrong way”. It is the demonic land, the wasteland, the dangerous land.’; and C. Barth, God Us 
(GrandRapids: Eerdmans, 1991), p. 100: ‘But like the ocean or Sheol, the wilderness is a form of the world 
that God neither desires nor likes and that is thus uninhabitable. Its very barrenness and sterility shows that 
God abandons i t. ’ '
19 Johnson, Chaos to Restoration, p. 46.
20 Note the observation of Smith, ‘Earth and Gods’, p. 119: ‘To be exiled is to be in a state of chaos, 
decreation, and death; to return from exile is to be re-createdand reborn.’
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of God is so closely associated with the original work of creation (cf. Gen. 1.2; Job 26.13; 
Ps. 33.6, 104.30). In many of the passages which speak of the redemption of the exiled 
people reference is made to the transforming activity of the Spirit. It has already been noted 
that in the description of the future renewal at Isa. 32.15-20, the prophet speaks of the 
wilderness becoming a fruitful field when a spirit from on high is poured out on the people. 
As a result the new condition of the people will be characterized by justice and 
righteousness. A similar picture is found at Isa 44.3-5, where Yahweh promises that he 
will pour water on the dry and thirsty land; he will pour his spirit upon the people with the 
result that they will flourish and be restored to full relationship with him. The effect of the 
creative power of the Spirit on the dejected people is likened to that of water on a parched 
and desolate landscape. The giving of the Spirit results in new life for Israel. It is 
noteworthy, in this respect, that at Ezek. 37.1-14 the presence of the divine spirit makes

possible a new life for the nation which had been as good as dead.21 Clearly the Spirit of 
Yahweh is the effective agent in the restoration of the people. It is the Spirit which 
transforms the death and desolation of exile into life and blessing.

It is through Jesus, the one anointed to deliver his people, that the Spirit of God 
effects this transformation. In the work of the Messiah the return from exile and restoration 
to covenant is made possible. Yet, as noted earlier, the notion of exile which informs the 
messianic mission is one that has undergone a significant change. The exile of the people 
is no longer to be understood in a strict literal sense, that is as geographical separation from 
God or as political subjugation to foreign nations; rather, it is a metaphor for the spiritual 
alienation of the people and for the subjugation of the people to hostile spiritual powers. 
For Matthew, the powers which dominate and oppress the people are not political but 
spiritual, they are the powers of sin and of the evil one.

What is most striking when moving from the OT to the Gospels is the high level of 
demonic activity noted in the accounts of Jesus’ ministry. Perhaps this is best explained in 
the light of the prophetic descriptions of exile as a chaotic time when God’s protective care 
is removed and the land becomes a desolate and dreadful wilderness. It would appear that 
the land and people of Israel are still enduring the chaos which the divine judgment had

21 Ezek. 37.1-14 contains both ‘new creation’ and ‘new exodus’ terminology. The dry bones are infused 
with the the ‘spirit of life’ (Dn,,m im),which restores the deadto life (vv. 5-6). Yahweh will then ‘bring 
them out’ of their graves and ‘lead them into’ the land of Israel (v. 12); see W. Zimmerti, Ezekiel 2 
(Philadelphia; Fortress, 1983), pp. 257, 263. This passage will receive further attention when the death of 
Jesus is discussed.

59



introduced.22 Jesus’ work of restoring Israel entails in part a forcing back of the 
wilderness. The appropriateness of the Messiah confronting and prevailing over Satan in 
the wilderness before beginning his work of restoration has already been noted. The 
victory he wins there is underscored by each exorcism he subsequently performs. And 
each exorcism can be seen as an additional step towards the goal of removing the baneful 
effects of the exile. God is reclaiming what is rightfully his own through his appointed 
agent. It is not surprising, then, that Jesus should refer to his exorcisms as the outstanding 
sign of the arrival of the kingdom of God. Demonic activity bears witness to the 
continuing effects of the exile. Yet the exorcisms of Jesus by the Spirit of God 
demonstrate the presence of the kingdom with the attendant promise of restoration. It is 
little wonder that at 9.33 the exorcism of a demon should move the people to marvel and 
exclaim that ‘Never has anything like this been seen in Israel!’. God is now about his new 
work of creation, doing ‘new things’ in Israel that far surpass the former things. The 
second exodus is occurring. The nation is being created anew.

The Division Over Exorcisms
The exorcism Matthew recounts at 9.32-34 is of interest not only for what it states 
concerning the crowd’s response to Jesus’ casting out of the demon but also because it 
introduces the reader to the Pharisaic evaluation of Jesus’ exorcisms. According to the 
Pharisees, who represent hostile leadership within Israel and at the same time epitomise the 
continuing recalcitrance of many in Israel, Jesus is able to cast out demons because he 
works in collusion with the ruler of the demons. This negative assessment of his work is 
alluded to in the warning Jesus gives his disciples at 10.25: ‘If they called the master of the 
house Beelzebul, how much more [will they denounce] the members of his household’. 
This matterof Jewish opposition to the work of Jesus and, in particular, the attribution of 
his power and authority to Beelzebul rather than to the Spirit of God becomes in Matthew 
the grounds for a judgment which fulfils prophetic expectation.

The prophetic hope had envisioned the redemption and restoration of the people of 
God, which for Matthew begins to take place in the ministry of Jesus the Messiah. 
However, a matter of great importance concerns the identification of those who are the 
beneficiaries of this redeeming work of God. The redemption of Israel raises the question

22 It is interesting to compare the description of a land under God’s judgment found in Isa 34.9-15. It is a 
land of thorns, nettles, and thistles; of many unclean beasts; and even of horrible preternatural creatures, e.g.
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of who comprises the eschatological people of God. The prophets had anticipated that the

process of restoration would involve judgment and culling.23 What they perhaps did not 
anticipate is that the eschatological redemption would witness a reversal of such great 
magnitude, according to which many in Israel, through their refusal of the offered 
deliverance, would lose their position to those who had been outsiders. At Matt 8.11-12 
the vigorous faith of the gentile centurion, which contrasted so sharply with the virtual lack 
of faith in Israel, had prompted Jesus to remark that, though many would come from east 
and west to dine with the patriarchs in the kingdom of heaven, the ‘sons of the kingdom’ 
would be cast into outer darkness. Many in Israel fail to appropriate the benefits which 
rightly belong to them and for that reason suffer the loss of those benefits. This matter of 
the rejection and replacement of many in Israel is more fully developed in Matt 12. There, 
as in 9.32-34, what provokes a division over Jesus is a work of exorcism. The crowd, 
once again amazed when Jesus heals a blind and dumb demoniac, ask whether Jesus could

be the Son of David (12.23).24 The Pharisees, on the other hand, reaffirm their position 
that such exorcisms merely demonstrate a link between Jesus and Beelzebul, the ruler of 
demons (v. 24). The response of the Pharisees is designed to counter the unwanted 
suggestion of the crowd that the exorcism identifies Jesus as the messianic saviour. In 
order to put to rest any insinuation which might lend credibility to the work of Jesus they

repeat their earlier aspersion.25 Unable to dispute the fact of Jesus’ power, the Pharisees 
attempt to discredit Jesus by questioning the source of his power. The gravity of this 
denunciation is evident from Jesus’ response. However, to understand the full 
significance of this encounter it is necessary to place it within its larger context.

The Commission o f the Chosen Servant
In his narrative sections between the Pharisaic accusation concerning the source of Jesus’ 
power to cast out demons at 9.34 and its reiteration at 12.24, Matthew describes the

the night hag (cf. Lev 16.10).
23 For the prophetic motif of the culling of the gathered flock of God see Ezek 34.11-24 andZeph3.11-13.
24 The interrogative particle pijxt is generally found in questions expecting a negative answer, yet it alsa 
appears in questions in which the questioner is in some doubt concerning the answer (see BAGD, s. v.). D. 
Verscput (The Rejection o f the Humble Messianic King '[Frankfurt am Main: Pgter Lang, 1986], p.-215) 
remarks concerning the people that ‘so astounded were they at his power that they began to doubt their 
unbelief’.
25 Davies and Allison {Matthew, 2, p. 335) observe that ‘the narrative accordingly implies that what the 
Pharisees are interested in above all is keeping others from belief.’
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intensification of opposition to Jesus as well as Jesus’ words of judgment which form his 
response. At 11.16-19 Jesus’ contemporaries, now for the first time stylized as ‘this

generation’,^6 are compared to petulant children in their refusal to acknowledge that God 
has been working in their midst in the distinctive yet complementary ministries of John the 
Baptist and Jesus. This rebuke is followed by the condemnation of the Galilean cities 
which had refused to repent despite the miracles done in them. At the judgment they will 
fare far worse than the notorious cities as Tyre, Sidon, and even Sodom. The reason for 
this obduracy which Jesus encounters is given at 11.25-27: the Father has hidden his 
divine purpose from the ‘wise’ and ‘understanding’ and revealed it to mere ‘infants’. The 
redemptive purpose of Jesus’ ministry is reaffirmed at 11.28-30 when he offers the rest of

the easy yoke to the weary and burdened exiles.27 Part of what this rest involves is 
exhibited in the two controvery stories which immediately follow (12.1-7; 8-8). In both 
stories the focus is placed on the unreasonable burden which the restrictive Sabbath 
traditions of the Pharisees impose upon the people. The Sabbath which God intended to be 
a day of rest and restoration was being compromised by the encumbrances of the 
Pharisees. At the conclusion of these confrontation Matthew notes that the Pharisees depart 
in order to plot the destruction of Jesus. In consequence of this threat, Jesus once again

withdraws. He continues to heal but commands those he treats to be silent.28 This subtle 
shift in the conduct of Jesus’ ministry becomes the occasion for Matthew’s insertion of one 
of his characteristic fulfilment quotations. The purpose of the quotation, which is the 
longest in the Gospel, is to provide the reader with further insight into the character of 
Jesus’ anointed ministry.

It is perhaps best to see the quotation of Isa. 42.1-4 as illuminating the whole of

chapter 12 and not just the verses that immediately precede it.29 The insertion of the 
quotation at this point in the narrative allows the reader to preview much of what will be

2(* The significance of this designation which recurs throughout Matthew (11.16; 12.39, 41-42, 45; 16.4; 
17.17) will be treated below.
27 On 11.28-30 as a text announcing that the time for release from exile and return to Yahweh has come, 
seeB. Charette, “T o  Proclaim Liberty to the Captives”: Matthew 11.28-30 in the Light of OT Prophetic 
Expectation’, N TS  38 (1992), pp. 290-297.
28 This is not the first time in the Gospel that Jesus orders silence (cf. 8.4; 9.30). Even so, Matthew 
attaches special significance to Jesus’ demand on this occasion.
29 Cf. O. L. Cope, Matthew: A Scribe Trained fo r the Kingdom o f Heaven (Washington: Catholic Biblical 
Association, 1976), pp.36-46; J. H. Neyrey, T he Thematic use of Isaiah 42,1-4 in Matthew 12’, Bib 63 
(1982), pp.457-72.
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emphasised later in the chapter. In the quotation Jesus is plainly identified as the servant of 
Isaiah. This is not the first time Matthew makes such an identification, since already at 
8.16-17 Jesus’ healings and exorcisms are interpreted by means of the quotation of Isa. 
53.4. Yet, whereas the earlier passage places the accent on the redemptive role of the 
servant, which for Matthew is clearly evident in the healings of Jesus, the latter passage 
emphasizes the presence of the Spirit in the servant’s ministry. The affirmation that God 

will put his Spirit upon the servant, along with the endearment ‘my beloved (6 aycwrnTOi; 

pot)) in whom my soul is pleased (et)86KT|a£v)’, links this text with the baptism where 

the Spirit comes upon Jesus and the voice from heaven announces that ‘this is my beloved

son, in whom I am pleased’ (cf. 17.5).30 The quotation thus indicates that the messianic 
task which had been initiated at the baptism is now well under way. Yet the full text of the 
quotation is now cited in order to draw attention to the particular manner in which that this 
task is being accomplished.

The statement that the servant ‘will not argue or shout (ot>K epioei ot)8e 

K p atiydae i)’ may be best understood in the sense that Jesus will refuse to engage in

debate with his Jewish opponents over his identity or authority.31 This will, of course, be 
an important issue later in the chapter when the scribes and Pharisees request a sign from 
Jesus. In the face of such hostility and unbelief Jesus refuses to honour the request since it 
would involve, on his part, an act of self vindication. God himself will vindicate his 
servant at an appropriate time in the future. As the servant conducts himself in meekness

his voice will not be heard.32 Yet, at the same time, as the result of his ministry justice 

(icpton;) is proclaimed to the nations. Thus it becomes evident that the servant does not

3® The initial phrase ‘nty beloved’ is not founctin the Hebrew or Greek texts of Isa 42.1. It is possible that 
Matthew himself altered the citation in order to make the correspondence with the voice at the baptism 
clearer. The quotation in 12.18-21, as well as being the longest in Matthew, diverges at many points from 
the MT, LXX, and targumic renderings. For a discussion of these variations with special attention to the 
editorial work of Matthew see<}. Barthr ‘Matthew’s Understanding of the Law’, in G. Bomkamm, G. Barth 
andH.J. Held, Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963), pp. 125-28.
31 Neyrey, ‘Thematic Use’, pp.469-70. Neyrey follows K. Stendahl ( School o f St. Matthew 
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968], p. I l l )  in understanding the verbs epi^co and Kpaoydi^o) m the forensic 
sense o f ‘to contend’ and ‘to strive’.
32 It is argued by Neyrey (‘Thematic Use’, p. 461) that Matthew’s choice of wording ‘points less to the 
speaker’s plan not to be heard and more to rejection by the hearers themselves’ (his italics). He therefore 
sees a correspondence between the quotation at this point and the statements found later in the chapter which 
contrast the-listening of certain Gentiles to Jonah and Solomon with the failure of Jesus’ contemporaries to 
listen. This is correct, yet it is wrong to completely deny an intended ‘silence’ since the very nature of the
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speak to all. The weak and vulnerable, symbolized by the bruised reed and smouldering 
wick, are the special object of his attentions. One might compare this aspect of the 
quotation with those other places in Matthew which depict Jesus as helping the ‘harrassed 
and helpless’ (9.36) and the ‘weary and burdened’ (11.28). Jesus acts in a manner similar 
to Isaiah’s servant, whose vocation is to bring relief and comfort to the needy and 
unfortunate (cf.Isa. 42.7; 61.1-4). And as Jesus seeks to establish God’s justice, which is 
demonstrated in his gracious intervention on behalf of the weak and rejected, the Gentiles

are also given cause to hope for a share in his saving work.33 As Jesus had said at 8.11, 
many from east to west, which can be seen at least primarily as a reference to faithful 
Gentiles, will enjoy the blessings of the eschatological kingdom. Yet, the fact that, as the 

obverse to this, the rightful heirs to the kingdom are cast out suggests that the term Kpian; 

may also contain the threat of judgment. The effect of the coming of the servant may be 
seen as two-fold: the redemption of some and the rejection of others. It is certainly the case 
that throughout the rest of the chapter the dominant theme is one of judgment.

The Sin Against the Holy Spirit
Immediately following the citation of Isa. 42.1-4 Matthew gives a concrete example of the 
servant’s work among the unfortunate: Jesus heals a blind and dumb demonic who is

brought to him.34 It has already been observed that this exorcism causes a divided 
response among those who witness it. For the crowd the power displayed in the exorcism 
raises the question as to whether Jesus might indeed be the Davidic Messiah. The 
Pharisees, however, are quick to discredit this suggestion and do so by repeating their 
earlier imputation that the source of Jesus’ power is none other than Beelzebul. Jesus 
deftly answers this charge with two arguments. First, since his exorcisms constitute such a 
severe blow to Satan’s kingdom, there is no plausible reason why Satan should wish to 
support the work. Second, if his exorcisms are ultimately the work of Beelzebul, then the 
same must also be said of those exorcisms carried out by the followers of the Pharisees. 
These arguments effectively demonstrate that the only fair and appropriate conclusion to be 
drawn from Jesus’ activity is that he is engaged in a battle against the powers of Satan. 
The land of Israel has become a theatre of conflict. Through his chosen Messiah God is

servant’s mission, conductedin humility, is such that the prideful and arrogant do not hear(cf. 11.25).
33 Cf. D. Hill, ‘Son and Servant: An Essay on Matthean Christology’, JSNT  6 (1980), p. 12.
34 It is not without interest that at Isa. 42.7 included among the tasks assigned to the servant is that of
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reclaiming what had fallen into the hands of Satan. As a consequence, the kingdom of 
Satan is now in decline.

The Isaiah quotation had emphasized the presence of the Spirit in the ministry of the 
servant. At verse 28 Jesus draws attention to that distinctive feature of his work. Far from 
casting out demons through the power of Beelzebul, he does so through the power of the

Spirit of God.35 What is more, the presence of the Spirit in his ministry signifies that the 
kingdom of God has now come. It is the operation of the Spirit which identifies the work 
of Jesus as the work of the messianic servant. Jesus is, of course, the central figure in 
God’s new creative work. Yet it is the creative force of the Spirit of God which lends to

his ministry its defining element.36 Jesus further explains his activity of exorcism under 
the image of the binding and plundering of a strong man (12.29). Satan is clearly the

strong man who is overpowered and plundered 37 Jesus, through the power of the S p irit, 
is now able to free from Satan’s control those people whom he had subjugated. It is 
frequently observed that this picture of the overpowering of the strong man alludes to Isa. 
49.24-25. What is not noted, however, is that the Isaiah text appears in a context 
concerning the restoration of the people of Israel. The exiled Israelites are portrayed as the 
prey of a mighty tyrant. Yet, though their prospects look bleak, Yahweh will contend for 
his people and rescue them. The mighty one will have his prey tom from him. It is 
striking that this OT picture of God breaking the might of political powers, in this case 
Babylon, in order to release his people from bondage is transformed so that it now

opening_blind eyes.
35 In place of ‘by the Spirit of God’, the Lukan parallel (11.20) has ‘by the finger of God’. It is very 
difficult to say what the original form of th e  saying might have been and therefore whether it was Matthew 
or Luke who introducedan alteration. For the view that ‘by the Spirit of God’ was original and that Luke 
makes a change due to pneumatological concerns see Menzies, Empowered fo r Witness, pp. 161-63. For 
the opposing view, that Matthew for his own redactional reasons altered the original ‘by the finger of God’, 
see most recently L P. Meier, A Marginal Jew (2 vois. New Yorte Doubleday, 1994), II, pp. 410-11. 
Arguments about tradition history are often tendentious, proving the result the exegete is looking for, and 
rarely definitive. It is perhaps sufficient to observe that in Matthew the exorcisms are the one work of 
Jesus explicitly linked to the Spirit of God.
36 It is to put the emphasis in the wrong place to argue as Davies and Allison ( , 2, p. 339) do that
the inference made in 12.28 is from Jesus’ exorcisms to the presence of the kingdom, i.e. what matters is 
that Jesus casts out demons. Rather, what matters is that Jesus casts out demons by the Spirit o f God. 
Concerning the former view, the critique of J. D. G. Dunn ( and the Spirit [London: SCM, 1975], p. 
48) is worth noting: ‘This gives Jesus a uniqueness he did not claim. The eschatological kingdom was 
present for Jesus only because the eschatological Spirit was present in and through him .' (his italics).
3^ It is very probable that the ‘binding’ of the strong man is to be associated with Jesus’ triumph over 
Satan in the wilderness; see J. Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus (London: SCM, 1972), pp. 122-23. The 
role of the Spirit in the-temptation narrative has already been noted. There the power at work within Jesus
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describes God overcoming inimical spiritual powers to free his people.38 The release of 
those possessed by demons provides a remarkable illustration of the restoration occurring 

in Jesus’ ministry.
Jesus’ pronouncement in v. 30, that whoever is not with him is against him and 

whoever does not gather (oDvayco) with him scatters (oKopjri^co), places the opposition 

of the Pharisees within a redemptive historical context. In standing against his work they 
are, in fact, interfering with the messianic task of restoration. They refuse to contribute to 
the work of gathering the people of God; rather their hostility results in a further scattering. 
The language used here recalls the numerous passages in the OT where the double theme of 
exile and restoration is described under the images of ‘scattering’ and ‘gathering’ the people 
of Israel (cf. Deut30.3; Neh 1.8-9; Jer 31.10; Ezek 11.17; 20.34, 41; 28.25). The point is 
very clear. The eschatological work of restoration is underway. God is present in power, 
defeating his enemy and seeking to gather his people back to himself. He is present in the 
person of his servant Jesus, whom he has uniquely invested with his Spirit. The only 
proper response in the face of this great work is acceptance and support. To do otherwise 
is to align oneself with God’s enemy and his purposes.

The Pharisaic calumny concerning the source of the power present in Jesus’ 
ministry receives a further and more ominous answer in Jesus’ words concerning the 
blasphemy against the Spirit (vv. 31-32). To speak against Jesus is forgiveable. One can 
be pardoned for misunderstanding the true nature of his messiahship. However, to 
disparage the unmistakable work of the Spirit by attributing it to the malicious enemy of 
God is unforgiveable. To speak thus against the Holy Spirit, the very power which 
accomplishes the eschatological redemption, is to place oneself outside the boundary of 
forgiveness. This is a sin that will not be forgiven. There is certain irony and 
appropriateness in the fact that the sin of rejecting this Spirit driven ministry, the essential 
purpose of which is the deliverance from sins, makes forgiveness an impossibility. All 
sins can be forgiven; yet it stands to reason that forgiveness is not possible so long as one

resists and obstructs the forgiving activity of God’s Spirit.3^ The act of speaking against 
the Spirit invites such a severe admonition because, as the subsequent words of Jesus relate

is shown to be stronger than the power of the tempter.
38 Already within the Old Testament the historical enemies of Israel begin to take on a trans-historical 
character; see B. S. Childs, ‘The Enemy from the North and the Chaos Tradition’, JVL 78 (1959), ppr 187
98 (esp. 195-97).
39 cf. Jeremias, New Testament Theology, p. 150: ‘Only the rejection of forgiveness is unforgiveable.’
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(vv. 33-37), words reveal a person’s true character and thus constitute a sound basis for 
judgment. Their derogatory evaluation of the source of Jesus’ power reveals the

fundamental evil of the Pharisees.40 Earlier when the Pharisees charged Jesus with 
blasphemy, because he claimed the authority to forgive sins, their words expressed the evil 
in their hearts (9.4). Now he charges them with blasphemy, because of their attack against 
his exorcisms, and once again it is their words which reveal the evil in their hearts (cf. 
15.19). It is noteworthy that the Pharisees choose to oppose Jesus on the very issues 
which define his redemptive purpose. They fail to recognize that it is not Jesus at all but 
they themselves who work in collusion with the enemy of God. They are the ones who 

oppose God’s will and interfere with his work.
In the light of this, it is of interest to note the close parallel to the phrase ‘blasphemy 

against the Spirit’ in an earlier statement ‘they grieved his holy spirit’ found at Isa.

6 3 .10.41 In the larger context the history of God’s dealings with his people is reviewed. 
He delivered them and cared for them, yet they rebelled and grieved his Spirit. Therefore 
he became their enemy and fought against them. As the passage continues, however, the 
prophet prays that God would again show mercy and restore his people. The irony, of 
course, is plain: God answers the prayer of the prophet and yet many in Israel, instead of 
greeting the new work of God with acceptance, reject the divine mercies and for a second 
time grieve the Spirit. For that reason, they must face once again the severe verdict of 
God. It is to be anticipated that as one turns to the final verses of Matthew 12 the theme of 

judgment will become more pronounced.

A n E v il and Adulterous Generation
The next scene described by Matthew concerns the request of the scribes and Pharisees for 
a sign. Ostensibly, they ask for a demonstration which will authenticate his messianic 
authority and mission. However, since it has already been observed that Jesus’ opponents 
are evil, and in view of what will be noted later at 16.1-4, where his opponents ask for a

40 R. Hummel, Die Auseinandersetzung zwischen Kirche und Jude tit um im Matthdusevangelium 
(MUnchen: Kaiser, 1966), p. 126: ‘Die Aussage v. 33-37 lautet also: Ihr Pharisaer leugnet die durch das 
Wonder beglaubigte Messiankat Jesur weil ihr von Grind auf bose seid.'
44 A discussion of the possible bearing the Isaiah text may have on the interpretation of the Synoptic 
tradition appears in Barrett, Holy Spirit, pp. 104-105.
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sign in order to test (Treipd^O)) him ,42 it is probable that a more sinister motive underlies 

their request on this occasion as well. A possible motive presents itself when one 
considers the legal pronouncement of Deut. 13.1-5. There it is stated that if a prophet

arises and gives a sign (fTIK; atipeiov), the purpose of which is to entice Israel into 

idolatry, then that prophet should be killed because he has taught rebellion (at this point the 

LXX reads ‘for he taught you to stray [e?idA.qaev yap  7uA,avf|aai a e ] ’) against 

Yahweh. Jesus himself refers to such an occurrence in the eschatological discourse (cf. 

24.11, 24): false prophets will arise, show great signs (aTijLiEia) and lead many astray 

(juXavdco). It may be that the Pharisees, being unsuccessful in their attempt to indict 

Jesus for complicity with Satan, try a new tack. They request a sign which could be 
offered as evidence in an ensuing charge that he was leading the nation astray. It is 
certainly the case that after the death of Jesus the Pharisees refer to him as an impostor 

(ttXdvoq) who perpetrated a deception (TuXavq ; cf. 27.63-64).

Whether or not this was their objective, Jesus does interpret their intent as evil. He 
answers their request with the accusation that they are ‘an evil and adulterous generation’ 
(cf. Matt 16.4). This designation recalls the prophetic indictments against Israel according 
to which the faithless nation is likened to an adulteress (cf. Isa. 57.3; Jer. 3.1-4.2; 13.27;

Ezek. 23.1-49; Hos. 1-3; 5.3-4).43 Though Jesus is addressing the scribes and Pharisees, 

the accusation is broader in scope and encompasses all the people.44 Indeed, before the 
end of passion week the people will have vigorously joined with the Pharisees in seeking 
the destruction of Jesus (27.23, 25). No sign will be given to such a generation except the 
sign of the prophet Jonah. Jesus will undergo an experience (his death and resurrection) 
which will authenticate his mission. However, the hardness of the Jewish leadership is 
such that they will reject even this sign (cf. 27.64; 28.11-15). The sign of Jonah, far from

42 In-this aetivrty of ‘tempting’ Jesus-the implicit collusion of his opponents'with Satan is demonstrated 
further. Following the temptation narrative Matthew uses the verb 7reipdC® on three other occasions to 
reter to such human testing of Jesus (16.1: Pharisees and Sadduccees; 19.3: Pharisees; 22.18: Pharisees)

The designation also has as its background the ‘generation’ of the first exodus which had witnessed 
God s mighty deliverance yet refused to believe (cf. Deut 32.5. 20). See the discussion in E Lovestam 
The X] yevea a m i]  Eschatology in Mk 13,30 parr.’, in J. Lambrecht (ed.) L ’Apocalypse et
l Apocalyptiquedansle Nouveau Testament, (Leuven: University Press, 1980), pp. 403-13. Observing that 
t e generation of the second exodus has the ‘generation’of the first exodus as its prototype, Lovestam (p. 
411) remarks that ‘the people of the second exodus behavein the same wav’.
44 Gnilka, Matthausevangelium, 1, p. 465; cf. Verseput, Rejection, p. 422, n. 166: ‘The specific
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being a sign to the nation, becomes in fact a sign against it. It serves as a testimony to the 
nation’s rejection of its Messiah.

In Matthew’s citation of Isa. 42.1-4 the role of the servant in bringing hope and 
justice to the Gentiles was mentioned. Reference is made once again at vv. 41-42 to 
Gentiles, this time in order to contrast their positive response to God’s work in their midst 
(illustrated by the repentance of the Ninevites to Jonah’s preaching and the queen of 
South’s enthusiasm for the wisdom teaching of Solomon) with Israel’s refusal to respond 
favourably to the Spirit directed ministry of Jesus. At the future judgment the people of 
Nineveh and the Queen of the South will testify against Jesus’ generation. They perceived 
the work of God even in the less important activity of Jonah and Solomon; this generation 
has witnessed something greater in the activity of Jesus yet refuses to believe. The 
‘something’ which is greater than Jonah or Solomon is generally understood as an oblique 
reference to the person of Jesus. A minority view holds that the neuter comparative, 

7tXeiov, alludes to the coming of the kingdom of God. Although it means the adoption of 

a position which apparently has never before been argued, it seems quite reasonable to 

understand the term TtXetov as indicating the Spirit of God. It was noted earlier that the 

distinguishing feature of Jesus’ ministry is the presence of the eschatological Spirit. That 
which identifies Jesus’ mission as the messianic mission is the operation of the Spirit in 
and through him. Jesus’ words concerning blasphemy confirm that it is the Spirit which 
makes all the difference in his ministry. The ‘something greater’ than Jonah or Solomon is 
none other than the power of the Spirit at work in Jesus. Thus the proper responses of 
these Gentiles, belonging as they do to an earlier period in salvation history, further expose 
the evil of Jesus’ contemporaries, since these responses were made in the face of nothing 
comparable to the great eschatological work of God found in Jesus. Jesus’ contemporaries 
are an evil and adulterous generation which seeks for a sign and yet fails to recognize the 
significance of what is happening all around them.

The fateful circumstance of Jesus’ contemporaries is further illustrated by means of 
the tragic story of the return of the unclean spirit at vv. 43-45. This ‘evil generation’ is 
likened to a man who undergoes an exorcism experience only to become possessed again

by the same spirit along with seven other spirits more evil.45 As part of his mission Jesus

challengers of Jesus represented the attitude of the whole generation.’
^  The comparison of the nation with a demoniac is seen by Hummel (.Auseinandersetzung, p. 127) as 
Jesus’ sharpest response to his opponents’ charge that Beelzebul worked through him. The parable also
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had broken Satan’s hold over Israel. He had demonstrated repeatedly through his 
exorcisms the release of the nation from its captivity to malevolent spiritual forces. And yet

the nation did not avail itself of the opportunity for deliverance presented in his ministry.46 
Indeed their defamation of the effective power behind Jesus’ redemptive work cuts them 
off from this deliverance. In consequence, the nation once again is subject to the prey of 
inimical powers. The mention of the seven other spirits more evil than the first is 
reminiscent of the covenant curses of Lev. 26 (see especially vv. 18-28) where it is 
repeated four times that if the people turn away from Yahweh he will chastise them

‘sevenfold for your sins’ 4^ In effect, Jesus is announcing that once again the curse of 
God is about to be released upon ‘the evil and adulterous generation’. The nation, which 
had endured the nightmare of chaos, experiences for a time the blessing of re-creation. Yet 
by closing the door on that blessing, the nation makes inevitable a return to chaos. Because 
of their obduracy, the people had not advanced one step. In fact, they were now worse off 
than before. They had permitted to slip through their hands the redemptive work God 
intended for them.

Such is the tragedy of Israel. And yet Matthew does not close this section of his 
Gospel on a solemn note. Rather, the pronouncement of judgment is followed by a 
pericope which affirms that, though most members of ‘this generation’ reject the messianic 
mission, there is nonetheless a select remnant which forms the new community of God. At 
12.46-50 Jesus identifies this group by pointing to his disciples. In an atmosphere thick 
with rejection and unbelief there still remains some who seek to do the will of the Father. 
Included among the many whom they represent are those Gentiles who ‘hope in his name’ 
(cf. v. 21), the ‘many from east and west’ who will share in the blessings spumed by the 
‘sons of the kingdom’. The story of the Israel is marred by rebellion and calamity and yet 
for Matthew this does not frustrate God’s purpose of saving his people.

The coming of the Messiah had initiated a judgment in Israel, the purpose of which 
was to distinguish the true people of God. This judgment was first announced by John the

appears in Luke, yet only Matthew concludes with the threatening statement, ‘Thus shall it be also with 
this evil generation.’ Gnilka (Mall lia use van gel i um, 1, p. 467) notes that ‘die Geschichte wird zur 
unheilvollen Prognose t tir dieses Geschlecht.’
46 The exorcised man, whom the unclean spirit trefersto as ‘my house’, is described as empty, swept, and 
put in order (v. 44), yet nonetheless vulnerable to re-possession. This might suggest that for the exorcism 
to be effectual something must fill the space left by the departed spirit. This may have application to 
Jesus’ ministry: ft is not sufficient that-he should break Satan’s power over the people, they must embrace 
and be transformed by the eschatological Spirit of God.
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Baptist when he spoke of the one coming after him who would baptize with the Holy Spirit 
and with fire. A winnowing of Israel takes place which results in the separation of the 
wheat from the chaff. Matthew 12 offers a description of this winnowing process which is 
induced by the activity of the Holy Spirit. When the people of Israel are confronted with 
the Spirit directed ministry of Jesus many, comprising an ‘evil generation’, refuse to 
recognize the presence of God’s saving activity. In so doing they cut themselves off from 
the redemptive work of God and remain vulnerable to the evil forces to which they are 
subject. As is intimated earlier in the chapter (v. 14), the evil of this generation will 
culminate in the killing of the servant of God.

Yet the nation not only destroys the person through whom the eschatological 
redemption is accomplished, it also blasphemes the power behind this great work. It is this 
act of ‘speaking against the Holy Spirit’ which causes God to become the enemy of these 
people and to fight against them. In opposing the messianic mission they align themselves 
with that power which seeks to undermine God’s redemptive purpose and thus invite the 
wrath of God. In consequence, their house is forsaken and made a ‘wilderness’ (23.38; 

epripoc,). For the second time in their history the people are thrust into the chaotic 

desolation of exile and now with no hope of forgiveness since they have refused the 
eschatological forgiveness. Because the nation rejected the salvation of God, it is in turn 
rejected by God. The kingdom of God is taken from it and given to a more deserving 
nation (21.43). The irony implicit in Matthew’s narrative is that the servant’s mission to 
the nations, from which come many who comprise this faithful nation, is accomplished in 
part because of the hardness of many within Israel. A significant judgment indeed takes 
place. Faithless ‘sons of the kingdom’ are cast out; yet new children are raised up for 
Abraham (cf. 3.9), who join with believing Jews to form the new people of God. These 
are the people whom Jesus saves from their sins. It was noted earlier that for Matthew 
salvation from sins is ultimately achieved through the death of Jesus. This pivotal event, 
which on on a superficial level might appear to be a defeat for God and the foundering of 
his plans, is the greatest paradox for it not only results in the deliverance of God’s people 
but also in the defeat of his enemies. It is now necessary to examine the profound 
consequences of the Messiah’s death.

47 The number seven is also suggestive of the totality or ail encompassing nature of the divine judgment.
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Jesus ’ Death and the Restoration o f G od’s People

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ death at 27.50-53 contains some of the most intriguing, and 
indeed enigmatic, observations of his Gospel. They are at the same time among the most 
important, inasmuch as they reveal the profound theological significance which Matthew

attaches to the death of Jesus .48 In a manner very similar to Mark and Luke, Matthew 
seeks through the description of the phenomena attending the death of Jesus to 
communicate to his readers the meaning of that death. In providing a theological 
interpretation of Jesus’ death, however, Matthew goes much further than either Marie or 
Luke. For whereas they are content to mention the single sign of the rending of the temple

veil,49 Matthew describes several additional events, the chief of which is the raising of 

certain ‘holy ones’ (dytoi) who, subsequent to Jesus’ resurrection, appear before many in 

Jerusalem. These events require careful examination if one is to uncover the theological 
and eschatological meaning the death of Jesus holds for Matthew. In addition, attention 
must be also directed to a matter which is for the most part completely overlooked in 
discussions of Matthew’s account of the death of Jesus, namely the role of the Spirit in this 
profound eschatological event.

The focus here is on those events which Matthew describes as occurring 
immediately after the death of Jesus, since they in particular draw attention to the significant 
effects of his death. However, before turning to these, it would be beneficial to examine 
two phenomena preceding the death of Jesus, the darkness covering the land (v. 45) and 
the Jesus’ final words to God (v.46), which also provide insight into its meaning. All 
three synoptic evangelists note that darkness covered the land from the sixth hour until the 
ninth hour (Mark 15.33; Luke 22.44), and presumably discern in this an ominous pointer 
to the momentous eschatological nature of Jesus death. Darkness at mid-day is perhaps 
most evocative of the ‘day of Yahweh’, which in the prophets is often described as a day of

darkness (cf. Joel 2.2; 3.4 [2.31]; A m os5.18, 20;8.9-10; ZephQ . ^ ) . 50 Such an allusion

48 Since the concern of this discussion is with Matthew’s theological and eschatological interpretation of 
Jesus’ death, attention will not be directed to questions related to the historicity of Matthew’s special 
material. On this matter see D. Wenham, ‘The Resurrection Narratives in Matthew’s Gospel’, TyndB 24 
(1973), pp. 21-54; esp. pp. 42-46, andD. A. Hagner , Matthew 14-28 (Dallas: Word, 1995), pp. 850-52.
49 Note, however, that in Luke the rending of the temple veil is mentioned before the death of Jesus is 
described.

Especially pertinent to Jesus’ death is the description of the ‘day of Yahweh’ at Amos 8.9-10: on that 
day Yahweh will cause the sun to go down at noon; he will turn the feasts of the people into mourning, 
like the mourning for an only son.
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is quite appropriate since in prophetic descriptions the ‘day of Yahweh’ is a day of 
redemption as well as a day of judgment and punishment. The death of Jesus effects the 
eschatological deliverance of God’s people, yet it also signifies the judgment of his

enemies.51 For Matthew the oppressive power of sins is broken at the death of Jesus 
resulting in the deliverance of his people. It is also to be presumed that Satan’s power is

greatly dimished at the same time.52 The darkness further portends the judgment that will 
befall the unbelieving nation which has rejected both its Messiah and the deliverance he 
brings. The death of Jesus is a tragedy for faithless Israel. Matthew alone records the 
poignant words spoken by ‘all the people’ to Pilate: ‘His blood be on us and on our 
children!’ (27.25). In their desire to be rid of Jesus the people are willing to accept 
responsibility for his death, yet are unwilling to accept his blood as the atoning sacrifice for 
their sins and the basis of a new covenant relationship with God (26.28). For this reason 
judgment comes upon them. The kingdom will be taken from them. Their house will be 
left desolate. Their city and temple will be destroyed. Darkness is also symbolic of the 
absence of God, which leads to the subject of the final words of Jesus before his death.

Jesus’ mournful cry, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’, is probably 
best understood as honestly reflecting his feelings of desolation and abandonment at the

moment of his death.53 To the extent that Jesus dies as one bearing sins, the judgment 
which takes place on the cross also touches him. In order to remove the baneful effect of 
human sin he must experience the temporary abandonment of the Father which the bearing 
of that sin entails. The cost to Jesus of restoring sinful humans to covenant relationship 
with God is his own endurance of a most profound separation from his Father. Although 
fully conscious of this desolating estrangement from God, Jesus’ cry is at the same time an 
expression of faith and trust. Echoing the opening line of Ps 22, he addresses his lament to 
‘My God’. For the present moment he experiences the great weight of God’s rejection of 
sin, yet God remains his God. And as subsequent events reveal, this abandonment,

To the extent that the redemption brought about through Jesus' death constitutes the new creative work 
of God, a suggestive analogy is presented by the pervasive darkness that obtains prior to God’s creative 
work(cf. Gen 1.1-5).
52 It can be noted that although Satan at the time of the temptation refers to the kingdoms of the world as 
within his gift (4.8-9), the risen Jesus can claim that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
him (28.18). This might allude to a certain divestment of Satan’s authority.
53 On reasons for interpreting this cry as the literal sentiment of Jesus’ feeling of abandonment see R. E. 
Brown, The D eathof the Messiah (2 vols. New York: Doubleday, 1994), 2, pp. 1044-1051.
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though real, is not God’s final act.54 Jesus is vindicated and ultimately triumphs. Even 
so, this forsaking by the Father is a necessary element in the redemptive process.

In reporting the portentous signs which follow Jesus’ death Matthew employs a 
number of linguistic and grammatical devices to highlight his theological intentions. First, 

he connects these events very closely to the death of Jesus by the words Kat iSot) (‘and 

behold’), a formula which is frequently used in the Gospel to draw attention to what 

follows. By contrast Mark links the two with a simple Kou construction. Second, 

Matthew links the sequence of events together by means of a series of coordinate Kcri (the 

conjunction occurs seven times in vv. 51-53), which serves to unify the events in respect 
of their central purpose, which is to illustrate the significance of this unique death, while at 
the same time heightening the dramatic effect of the narrative. Third, the main verbs of the 
passage are in the passive voice, informing the reader that these momentous occurrences 
are of divine origin.

The first event which Matthew describes is the tearing in two of the temple veil

from top to bottom.55 It is customary to interpret this event in both a negative and a 
positive sense. Negatively, it can be seen as an act of judgment signifying the end of the

old covenant temple order.56 Positively, it can be viewed as signalling the inclusivity of 
the new covenant that comes into effect through the death of Jesus. Of course, these two 
lines of interpretation are not mutually exclusive. Given that it is in the nature of such

symbols to be polyvalent, one would not wish to choose between them.57 In any case, it 
must be observed that for Matthew, as for the other synoptic evangelists, the death of Jesus 
has dramatic consequences for the temple. Much more will be said later in respect of the 
temple. Here it can be noted that the tearing of the veil intimates that coincident with the 
eschatological redemption the temple undergoes a radical transformation in terms of both its 
symbolism and function.

The second effect of Jesus’ death is described in material unique to Matthew’s 
Gospel. It is helpful to note that at verses 51b-53 Matthew adds really only one basic

54 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3, p. 625.
55 None of the Gospel writers specifies which of the two veils of the temple is meant. That the veil is rent 
from top to bottom is another reminder of God’s activity.
56 Some interpreters have seen in this divine action not only a judgment on the temple cult but a sign of 
the destruction of the temple itself; cf. J. D. Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure, Christology, Kingdom 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), p. 76.
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event. Yet this is a very significant event indeed: the raising of the dead. The other 
occurrences are either preparatory (the earthquake, the splitting of the rocks, the opening of 
the tombs) or consequent (the journey of the ‘holy ones’ into the ‘holy city’ and their

appearance to many) to this one central event.58 The first incident to be noted is an 
earthquake (cf. v. 54). Throughout the Bible earthquakes are an essential feature of 
eschatological descriptions (cf. Isa 24.19; 29.6; Jer 10.10; Joel 3.16; Amos 8.8). There 
can be no doubt that Matthew understood this earthquake as holding eschatological

significance.59 The result of this earthquake is the splitting open of rocks (including, 
presumably, the tombs which encased the dead who are to be raised). Once again this is an 
apocalyptic portent rooted in OT texts describing mighty actions of God (cf. 1 Kings 
19.11; Isa 48.21). It is noteworthy that at Nahum 1.5-6 both the shaking of the earth and 
the splitting of rocks are combined in an eschatological context. These elements 
(earthquake, rocks splitting) suggest that Matthew wishes his readers to recognize that a 
critical eschatological event has taken place in the death of Jesus.

These events possess eschatological significance in themselves, yet they are only 
preparatory to the greatest event of all, the raising of the holy ones. The identity of these

ay io i is left unspecified.60 Matthew does not otherwise use the substantive ay io t. Yet in 

its present context, the term presumably refers to devout persons from Israel’s past, for 
example, the ‘righteous people’ of 13.16-17 who longed to see and hear what the disciples

see and hear.61 Two things are said about these raised holy ones. First, having come out 

of their tombs ‘after his resurrection’ (pexa xqv eyepm v auxoti), they enter Jerusalem 

(called here, as in 4.5, ‘the holy city’). The odd picture created by this prepositional phrase 
is that of people being raised at the moment of Jesus’ death, yet remaining in their tombs, 
or at least not appearing in Jerusalem, until after the resurrection of Jesus. Clearly, this

5^ Cf. J. P. Meier, 'Salvation-History in Matthew: In Search of a Starting-Point’, CBQ 37 (1975), p. 208.
58 D. P. Senior, The Passion Narrative According to Matthew (Leuven: University Press, 1982), p. 312.
59 Matthew elsewhere relates this phenomenon to eschatological events (in the Olivet discourse earthquakes 
mark the ‘beginning of the birth pangs’ [24.7-8]; a ‘great earthquake’ [28.2] is linked to the appearance of 
the angel who announces the resurrection of Jesus). For background on the earthquake as a major 
eschatological image see R. Bauckham, ‘The Eschatological Earthquake in the Apocalypse of John’, N ovT  
19-f 1977), pp. 224-33.
60 They are describedas ones ‘who had fallen asleep’. The verb KOtpdopat is a traditional euphemism for 
death; cf. Dan 12.2.
61 In this respect, the ‘tombs of the righteous’ that Jesus speaks of in 23.29 may provide helpful 
background for identifying the occupants of the tombs mentioned in the present passage.
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difficult description of events results from Matthew’s dual concern to affirm on the one 
hand, that the death of Jesus is the immediate cause of the raising of the holy ones, and on 
the other hand, the eschatological primacy of Jesus’ own resurrection. The problem is 
alleviated to a considerable degree when one considers that Matthew probably views the

death and resurrection of Jesus as fundamentally one eschatological event.62 Together they 
constitute the two foci of the culmination of Jesus’ redemptive work. Yet it remains 
significant that Matthew quite intentionally chooses to link the raising of these holy ones

with the moment of Jesus’ death.63 In a very bold and dramatic fashion Matthew describes 
the death of Jesus as a truly life-giving event.

The second thing that is said about these risen holy ones concerns the result, or 
perhaps the purpose, of their entering Jerusalem: they ‘appeared’ to many. The verb 

eficpcm^co, which does not appear elsewhere in the synoptics, has the basic meaning ‘to 

reveal’ or ‘to make known’; yet the word can also carry legal connotations and mean ‘to 
inform’. It is therefore possible that Matthew is attaching a testimonial function to these 
appearances. These holy ones ‘bear witness to’ or perhaps even ‘testify against’ many in

Jerusalem.64 In any case, they do attest to the true identity and eschatological significance 
of this one who has just been crucified, as do the centurion and those with him, who, when 
they see what takes place at Jesus’ death, declare him to be the ‘Son of God ’.

To appreciate the full meaning of this phenomena associated with Jesus’ death,

commentators have found it fruitful to relate the text to the vision of Ezekiel 37.1-14 66

62 B: Hill (‘Matthew 27:51-53 in the Theology of the Evangelist', IBS 711985] p, 79) notes that Matthew 
skilfully ties together the death and resurrection of Jesus and presents ‘the death/resurrection as one 
apocalyptic event’-. R. D. Witherup (‘The Death of Jesus and the Raising of the Saints: Matthew 27:51-54 
in Context’, in Society o f Biblical Literature Seminar Papers 1987, pp. 581-82) treats the problem the 
phrase creates by referring to Matthew’s narrative style, specifically his tendency ‘to jump ahead and 
complete a story line that he inteijects into the main plot’ (although the examples provided are not very 
pertinent to the present passage) and his fondness for foreshadowing and other means of preparing the reader.
63 In the words of Meier (‘Salvation-History’, p. 209), ‘The proleptic resurrection of the saints is associated 
with the eschatological event of the crucifixion.’
64 It is of interest to note that at 23.29-31 Jesus concludes from the Jewish leaders’ regret over their 
ancestors’ killing of the prophets and righteous, which is demonstrated in the zealous care of their tombs, 
that they ‘testify against themselves’ that they are ‘sons’ of these murderers. Here the righteous dead in 
their tombs provide a context for the condemnation of the Jewish leadership. Possibly, the later text 
concerns the risen righteous now out of their tombs testifying against many of these same people.
66 Of course, scholars do vary in the extent to which they see the Ezekiel vision standing in the background 
of Matthew’s account. That Matthew is considerably influenced by the vision should be apparent to anyone 
who has read Matthew’s account together with the Greek version of Ezekiel’s vision. There seems little 
justification for the judgment of D. J. Moo (The Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives
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There are obvious parallels between the two passages. In Ezekiel 37 there is reference to 

an earthquake (v.7: oeiapo t; [LXX]), to the opening of the tombs (v. 12: iSo'i) eyco 

avoiyo) bjitov x a  p v q iiax a  [LXX]), and to the raising of the dead (v. 12: dvd^O)

£K xcov pvqpdxoiv 'upcov [LXX]).66 Furthermore, in Ezekiel this all serves a revelatory 

purpose. When God has opened their tombs and brought them up from their graves, then 
they will know that ‘I am the Lord’ (v. 13). The language of Matthew is clearly 
reminiscent of Ezekiel 37.1-14, the classic text in which the restoration of Israel is 
described under the image of the resurrection of the dead. It might well be assumed that 
Matthew interprets Jesus’ death as some sort of fulfilment of this prophetic vision.

Commentators have typically directed little attention to the original meaning of 
Ezekiel’s vision which concerns the future restoration of Israel. Rather, Matthew is seen as 
influenced by Ezekiel only in an indirect way. The more immediate influence springs from

the interpretation of Ezekiel 37 current in the second temple period.67 At this time Ezekiel’s 
vision was applied to future hopes and gave rise to resurrection expectation in connection 
with the coming of the messianic age. Understood in this way, Matthew is seen as 
affirming, through his inclusion of this special material, that with the death of Jesus a 
crucial turning point in the history of salvation has been reached: the messianic age has now 
dawned as demonstrated by these raisings.

Certainly Matthew does wish to affirm this much about Jesus’ death; yet there 
appears to be even more that he wants his readers to understand. A fuller and more 
accurate appreciation of Matthew’s use of Ezekiel’s vision, and one more in keeping with 
Matthew’s use of the OT in general, will pay close attention to the original intent of the 
prophetic text. In Ezekiel the experience of exile is likened to a state of death. God 
promises that in the future he will raise his people from the dead and lead them back to their

[Sheffield: Almond Press, 1983], p. 345) that The similarities between Ezekiel 37 and Mt. 27:52-3 are not 
particularly close or striking and it seems probable that Ezekiel 37 has influenced Matthew only as one 
component in the tradition to which he refers. Whatever the basis for Matthew’s account, therefore, it is 
improbable that he makes direct use of any OT passage.’ Yet even those scholars who do see a connection 
between this feature of Matthew’s  narrative and Ezekiel 37 do not seem to appreciate its full significance. 
By focusing on parallels with Ezekiel 37 it is not suggested that no other OT passages stand in the 
background, only that this one text exerted a remarkable influence on Matthew’s interpretation of Jesus’ 
death.
66 One might also note that in Ezekiel the risen ones are led into the land of Israel (v. 12); in Matthew the, 
holy ones enter into Jerusalem.
67 In a very influential article, Senior (‘The Death of Jesus and the Resurrection of the Holy Ones (MT 
27:51-53)’, CBQ 38 [1976], p. 321) speaks of Matthew ‘drawing on a motif current in intertestamental 
Judaism’.
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land. This ‘resurrection’ means for Ezekiel the full restoration of the ‘house of Israel’ (cf. 
37.11). In the passage the prophet employs exodus terminology (note especially ‘leading 
out of the grave’ and ‘leading up to the land’ in v.12), which connects this eschatological 
picture with others in the prophets wherein the future redemption of the people of God is 
described as a second exodus event. The passage also closely parallels the salvation oracle 
of Ezekiel 36.22-31 which links this return with the future purification of the people and 
the renewal of their covenant relationship with the Lord (note the covenantal language of 
36.28: ‘You shall be my people and I will be your God’). In this respect, reference might 
also be made to the restoration oracle that follows the vision which speaks of the 
‘everlasting covenant’ God will make with the people and how he will set his dwelling 
place among them forever (37.26-27). This theme of a renewed covenant also resounds 
throughout the prophets. Ezekiel’s vision is thus a part of a larger complex of prophetic 
traditions which treat the future restoration and redemption of God’s people.

It is against this backdrop, and not against later developments of these prophetic 
traditions, that Matthew wishes to interpret the death of Jesus. He wishes to affirm that 
these hopes concerning the eschatological redemption and restoration of Israel are at last 
realized in the death of the Messiah and Son of God. Throughout the Gospel Matthew has 
been preparing the reader for this critical moment. He opens his Gospel by announcing, 
albeit in a subtle fashion, that in Jesus the Messiah the return from exile takes place. The 
fulfilment quotations of the early chapters of the Gospel frequently allude to the motif of 
exile and restoration and thus intimate that the eschatological return is now taking place. 
The episode in the wilderness where Jesus receives his messianic anointing resonates with 
the imagery of the second exodus. Moreover, Jesus defines his own mission as that of 
gathering ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (15.24; cf 10.6). As noted so often in this 
study, the Matthean portrait of Jesus is crafted from the constituent elements of this major 
prophetic theme.

It has also been observed in this study that this return from exile cannot occur 
unless that which caused the breakdown in the relationship between God and his people is 
dealt with, namely the sins of the people. Only through the atoning death of Jesus is 
forgiveness and new relationship with God made possible. His death understood in this 
way marks the end of that long period of alienation between God and his people. It is to 
underscore this important reality resulting from Jesus’ death that Matthew includes this 
special material. The raising of the holy ones associated with his death signifies the

78



fulfilment of what Ezekiel had envisioned centuries earlier.68 This particular raising is thus 
very different in respect of its theological meaning from those described earlier in the

Gospel (cf. 9.18-25; 10.8; 11.5).69 They too provide evidence of Jesus’s messiahship, 
and of the fact that the time of redemption has arrived, but this raising alone announces that 
the return from exile has been effected through the sin removing death of Jesus.

The Spirit and the Death o f Jesus
That the death of Jesus holds for Matthew great redemptive significance is quite evident. 
What is less evident, and yet what might be considered a crucial component of Matthew’s 
theological interpretation of Jesus’ death, is the role played by the Spirit in this decisive 
event. Few commentators would wish to attribute to the Spirit any role at all in the 
Matthean passion narrative. Yet certain details within the narrative offer a reasonable basis 
for arguing that Matthew does in fact draw attention to the Spirit’s activity. Of particular 
interest is the unique manner in which Matthew describes the moment of Jesus’ death. In 

place of the observation that ‘he breathed his last’ (e^EjrveDaev), which is how both Mark 

(15.37) and Luke (24.46) describe the end of Jesus’ life70, Matthew at 27.50 employs the 

unusual expression ‘he let go the (S)pirit’ (dtpfjKev to nvevpa) .  It has been suggested 

that Matthew has taken the verb d(pvr||i,i from Mark 15.37, and adding to Tcverip.a, 

substitutes the new phrase for e^ettveuoev to emphasize the voluntary nature of Jesus’ 

death.71 Although Matthew’s wording approaches that found in John 19.30, ‘he gave up 

the spirit’ (7tape5o)Kev to jcvebiia), it is not necessary to read into Matthew a Johannine 

interpretation of the voluntariness of Jesus’ death. The reference to ‘the spirit’ (to 

Ttvebjia) in Matthew’s description of Jesus’ death is commonly understood in an 

‘anthropological’ sense, thus referring to the ‘breath of life’ or ‘spirit of life’ in Jesus

68 It is perhaps significant that in Isaiah those who participate in the eschatological redemption are 
designated ‘the holy ones’ (LXX: oi dytoi; cf. 4.3; 62.12) and that Jerusalem, called the ‘holy city’ (cf. 
48.2; 52.1), figures prominently in eschatologicaf contexts.
69 The raising of the holy ones is not necessarily different in kind from these others. Presumably, once 
they have fulfilled their evidentiary function they return to their graves. They are not intended to be a sign 
that the final resurrection has begun, which in Matthew (22.31) is described under different terminology as 
the ‘resurrection of the dead’(f| dvdaxaai^TOiv VEtcpdiv).
70 Luke also includes the loud cry, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit (TO rcveupa pot))’.
71 W. C. Allen, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to S. Matthew 
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1912), p. 296. He has been followed by many in this conjecture.
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which at the moment of death he ‘renders back’ to God.72 Most commentators who even 
mention the possibility of a reference to the Spirit of God reject this interpretation as highly

unlikely 73 Yet in favour of such an interpretation is the fact that throughout the Gospel the 

substantive to TTVEbjLia regularly refers to the Holy Spirit.74 Matthew at time uses 

anarthrous constructions when referring to the Spirit (1.18, 20; 3.11; 12.28; 22.43). Other 
times he uses the article with some qualifier attached (e.g. ‘the Spirit of God’ [3.16], ‘the 
Spirit of your Father’ [10.20], ‘my Spirit’ [12.18], ‘the Holy Spirit’ [12.32; 28.19]). 
However, Matthew can use the articular form without any qualification, as is the case in 

27.50, to refer to the Holy Spirit. At 4.1 Jesus is led into the wilderness by the Spirit (xob 

Tuveupaxoc;), which clearly refers back to the Spirit of God which had come upon him at 

his baptism. That Matthew should intentionally choose such a unusual expression when 
describing the death of Jesus, and one which calls to mind the Spirit of God, suggests that 
he is wanting to affirm, yet in his typically discreet way, that there is something more in 
view. He does wish to state through his language that Jesus has indeed died, yet at the 
same time wishes to intimate something more. Had Matthew only been interested in 
announcing the death of Jesus there would be no need for such an unusual turn of phrase. 
Rather, he seems intent on affirming that at the death of Jesus the same Spirit which had 
conceived him, which anointed him at his baptism, which led him into the wilderness to be

72 Cf., forexample, Senior, Passion Narrative, pp. 305-6; Brown, The Death o f the Messiah, 2, p. 1081. 
It is of interest that Brown interprets the language of John 19.30 in the sense of Jesus handing over the 
Holy Spirit to those standing near the cross (The Gospel According to John XIII-XXI [Garden City: 
Doubleday, 1970], pp. 913, 915) but does not allow for a comparable interpretation of Matthew’s language. 
When discussing his interpretation of John 19.30 in The Death o f the Messiah (2, p. 1082) Bfown remarks: 
This would mean that although the other evangelists described Jesus as breathing forth or giving out his 
spirit or life force, John rethought the tradition by equating “spirit” with the Holy Spirit.’ It is the 
contention here that Matthew has also rethought the tradition and that this accounts for his differences in 
wording from Mark and Luke.
73 There are a few exceptions to this consensus of opinion. H. B. Green (The Gospel According to 
Matthew [Oxford: OUP, 1975], p. 224), considers it conceivable that ‘it means the Hofy Spirit, implying^ 
that the mission of the Servant of the Lord, for which Jesus was invested with the Spirit (cf. 12.18-21), is 
now accomplished’. Hill, in his commentary on Matthew (The Gospel o f Matthew [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1972], p. 355), rejects the view that the Holy Spirit is in view, yet in his more recent article 
( ‘Matthew 27:51-53’, p. 79) considers the possibility that Matthew’s choice of phrase is intentional, to 
show that ‘the eschatological, life-giving spirit promised in Ezekiel’s vision is actually conferred in Jesus’ 
death’.
74 The noun Tuveupa occurs 18 other times in Matthew. Of these the Holy Spirit is clearly in view 12 
times, and unclean or evil spirits 4 times. Of the two remaining references to 7cveupa, the first appears as 
a qualifying component in the phrase ‘poor in spirit’ (5.3), describing an internal disposition, and the 
second in the proverbial statement, ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’ (26.41), describing the 
volitional centre of a person.
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tempted, and which empowered his ministry is now ‘released’ by him at the very moment 
that marks the culmination of his messianic work.

It was noted above that Matthew very closely connects the events of vv. 51-53 to 

the death of Jesus by means of the words Ka'i iSot) (‘and behold’). One implication of 

this is that in Matthew’s view some remarkable, effective power breaks forth at the moment 
of Jesus’ death. It would appear that in the wake of this ‘letting go’ of the Spirit the temple 
veil is tom in two and the holy ones are raised from the dead. These already meaningful 
events take on an even greater significance when read in this light. Concerning the temple 
veil, it was observed that the death of Jesus essentially brings its theological function to an 
end. A final sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins has now been made and a new order of

worship and service, much more inclusive than in the past, comes into existence.75 Yet it 
should also be recalled that the temple symbolized the presence of God among his people. 
For Matthew, Jesus himself fulfils this critical role as is evidenced in the ‘Emmanuel’ 
theme which holds an important place in Matthew’s theological description of G od’s 
redemptive purpose. In the birth narrative it is Jesus’ unique conception by the Holy Spirit 
that causes him to be ‘God with us’. In the course of his ministry Jesus, conceived and 
anointed by the Spirit of God, mediates the presence of God among the people he has come 
to save. Matthew also records Jesus’ promise that following his death he will continue to 
be with his followers (28.20; cf. 18.20). Undoubtedly this continuing presence of the 
risen Lord with his church is effected through the Spirit. Matthew’s narrative includes no 
Pentecost event, in the sense of a post-resurrection outpouring of the Spirit on the church; 
yet these intimations, as well as his inclusion of Jesus’ final commission which references 
the baptism in the Holy Spirit (28.19; cf. 3.11), indicates that he assumes his readers know 
of such an event. Perhaps he intends his readers to detect in 27.50 a proleptic allusion to

the Pentecost outpouring of the Spirit.76 Understood in this sense, at the death of Jesus, 
which marks the restored relationship between God and his people, the Spirit as the divine 
presence goes out from him to be with the restored community. The tearing of the veil is

75 It is interesting that in certain early Christian writings (e.g. T. Benj. 9; Did. Apost. 23) the tearing of 
the temple veil is a sign of the departure of the Spirit of God to the Gentiles; see M. de Jonge, ‘Matthew 
27:51 inrEarly Christian Exegesis’-, HTR  79 (1986), pp. 75-76.
76 S. Motyer (T he Rending of the Veil: A Markan Pentecost?, N TS  33 [1987], pp. 155-57.) suggests that 
‘[Mark 15.38] forms an inclusio with the account of Jesus’ baptism in 1.9-11, and that it therefore 
represents a Markan Pentecost’. What is a possibility in Mark’s account could be seen as very probable in 
Matthew. The giving of the Spirit does belong; of course, to the period following the resurrection; yet it 
has already been observed that Matthew can speak of the death and resurrection of Jesus as a single event.
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representative of this movement. It is as though the Spirit of God forcibly breaks out of its 
former symbolic home coincident with its enlivening and indwelling of the new people of 
God. This tempestuous action dramatically demonstrates that a new order of G od’s

dwelling among his people has been inaugurated.77 The divine presence now indwells the 
new covenant people whose sins are forgiven through the death of Jesus.

The connection between the Spirit and the raising of the holy ones is unmistakable 
considering the biblical emphasis on the Spirit as a life giving force. This connection is 
especially evident in Ezekiel 37.1-14, the passage that stands in the background to Matt 
27.50-53. Spirit terminology dominates the prophetic vision. The Lord says to the dry 

bones at v. 5: ‘I will give to you the spirit of life (LXX: Ttvebjxa £(ofj<;)’. A similar 

declaration appears at v. 6: ‘I will give my spirit (LXX: Ttvebpa (XOd) to you and you 

shall live’. At vv. 9-10 the prophet is commanded to prophesy to the spirit (LXX: to 

Ttvebpa) and when he does so the spirit (LXX: to Tcveojia) enters the dead and they 

come to life. Finally, in the summary statement of v. 14 Yahweh declares: ‘I will give my 

spirit (LXX: to 7tv£\)|icc) to you and you shall live’. It could not be more clear that this 

work of restoration is accomplished through the agency of the Spirit of God. If it is 
acknowledged that Matthew has written his account of the phenomena attending Jesus’ 
death with an eye to Ezekiel’s vision, it should follow that he has also been influenced by 
that vision in his description of the death itself. The Spirit which had been operative 
throughout Jesus’ ministry of redemption is now released to effect that restoration which 
his death has made possible. The ‘letting go’ of the Spirit at the death of Jesus signifies 
that the eschatological moment of regathering, cleansing, and new covenant relationship 
(cf. Ezek 36.24-28) has arrived. Jesus, the Emmanuel, has saved his people from their 
sins and given the Spirit to remain with them to the end of the age.

Conclusion

In the person of Jesus the Messiah, God exercises his rule over creation as demonstrated in 
the defeat of his enemies and the redemption of his people. The healings and exorcisms 
Jesus performs in the course of his ministry attest to the presence of God’s kingdom. 
These works not only provide eloquent testimony that God has come in power to expunge

77 In this respect, comparisons with Ezek 37.26-27, which concerns God’s future dwelling among his 
covenant people, could be noted.
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the destructive effects of sin and to extirpate the opposing dominion of Satan, but in a 
miniature and representative fashion they point to the restoration of God’s people which 
stands at the very heart of the messianic enterprise. It is especially in the death/resurrection 
of Jesus, the event which crowns all earlier activity, that God’s purpose is realized. Yet, to 
the extent that the coming of the Messiah marks the inauguration but not yet the 
consummation of God’s kingdom, the final actualization of God’s kingly rule remains in 
the future. It is for this reason that Jesus in Matthew instructs his followers, who even 
now experience the blessing of God’s salvation, to nonetheless pray that the Father’s 
kingdom would come, that their sins would be forgiven, and that they would be delivered 
from the evil one (6.9-13). The messianic task is not complete until the Messiah Jesus 
comes a second time. At that time he will send his angels to remove from his kingdom all 
causes of sin and all who act in opposition to God’s will (13.41); then the devil, his angels, 
and all those humans who had failed to acknowledge the presence of God in their midst 
will be sent into the eternal fire (25.41). At the same time he will send his angels to gather 
his elect from one end of heaven to the other (24.31). Thus for Matthew the definitive 
restoration of the people of God as well as the final victory of God over his enemies awaits 
the end of the present age. However, far from diminishing the significance of Jesus’ 
ministry and death, these latter events point to the ultimate consequences that proceed from 
them.

The Spirit of God plays a significant role in the accomplishment of the messianic 
task. It is the power of the Spirit which makes possible the reversal of the ruinous effects 
of sin and the overthrow of Satan’s adverse rule. Moreover, it is the Spirit’s working in 
Jesus which distinguishes his actions as those of the messianic servant. As the ‘something 
greater’ present in the ministry of Jesus the Spirit’s work is the sine qua non of 
redemption, inasmuch as this work constitutes the new creative work of God. Yet the 
presence of the Spirit also brings about a separation within Israel. As the Spirit driven 
ministry of Jesus moves through the cities and towns of Galilee eventually reaching the 
holy city of Jerusalem, it is as though a wind blows through the land of Israel the effect of 
which is the separation of the wheat from the chaff. This separation, which anticipates the 
ultimate separation that will be executed at the end of the age, is necessary in order to 
identify the true people of God. Essential to the messianic task, and resulting from the 
restoration it achieves, is the establishment of the new covenant people who are 
characterized by Matthew as a nation which produces the fruit of the kingdom (21.43). It 
is through this nation that God’s righteous rule is extended throughout the earth. And as
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representatives on earth of the risen Christ, who nonetheless remains constantly present 
with them, they are the people who carry forward the messianic task until his return. The 
role of the Spirit in preparing and assisting the church in the accomplishment of this 
purpose is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 3

‘There Am I In Their Midst’
Spirit and Community in Matthew

In view of Matthew’s decided interest in demonstrating that in Jesus the eschatological 
restoration of the people of God is taking place, it is appropriate that he should give 
considerable attention to the character and purpose of the new community established by 
the Messiah. It is a new community, inasmuch as it owes it existence to the new covenant 
instituted through Jesus’ death, and yet Matthew, in the manner in which he describes this 
community, seeks to emphasize the continuity that exists between it and God’s covenant 
people of the past. Although it is true that many in Israel had not accepted the Messiah and 
that people of faith from other nations had joined with believing Jews to form the new 
covenant community, Matthew does not want this turn of events to obscure the reality that 
this new community is rooted in the faith and experience recounted in the OT scriptures. 

Matthew is alone among the Gospel writers in using the word £KtcA,r|Oia ( ‘church’) to 

refer to this new community of faith (16.18; 18.17). It is significant that he should use this

term since in the LXX it regularly translates, the Hebrew word P flp , which may be

regarded as a technical term for the covenant people who are designated the ‘congregation’ 

of Israel. The idea implicit in Matthew’s use of £KKA.T|oia is that the new congregation 

which forms around Jesus stands as a counterpart to and extension of the OT covenant 
community. For Matthew, the restored remnant of Israel, which at Jer 31.8 is described as

‘a great congregation’ ^H p), would have no other referent than that community

which is now being established by Jesus.1 The term is thus well-chosen since in the

1 Despite the assertion of F. W. Beare(The Gospel-Accordingly Matthew [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 
1981], p. 353), that nothing is gained by invoking the notion of a remnant of Israel, many scholars believe 
that it is pertinent to this discussion. O. Cullmann (Peter: Disciple, Apostle, Martyr [Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1962], p. 189), for example, observes that when Jesus speaks of the people of God that he is 
founding-‘he certainly thinks of the “remnant of GocP”'. While it is true that Jesus eame to call the whole



creation of the church the hopes and expectations of the earlier community find their 
fulfilment. Moreover, to the extent that Matthew wishes to present Jesus as the Messiah of 
Israel, it is crucial that he provide evidence of an identifiable community forming around

him as a testimony to his work of restoration.2 Even apart from the term eKK^Tjoia this 

point is made through Jesus’ calling of twelve disciples (cf. Matt 10.1). The number 
twelve is, of course, intended to recall the twelve tribes of Israel. Thus through their very 
number Jesus’ first disciples come to represent the restoration of Israel even as they form 
the nucleus of all those who return to God.

Another characteristic feature of Matthew description of the new covenant 
community is his portrayal of it as a ‘brotherhood’. Matthew uses the term ‘brother’ 

(d8eA,<p6<;) to refer to individual disciples more often than do the other evangelists and

with it draws attention to both the familial and egalitarian aspects of the community.3 This 
language is also rooted in the earlier covenant experience of Israel. God’s people of the 
OT, inasmuch as they descended from the twelve sons of Jacob, were quite literally a 
nation of brothers. However, the description speaks to more than just the physical link that 
bound fellow Israelites together. The unique relationship with God and with others that is 
established through covenant is also indicated. It is in the nature of covenant to create a 
new family in which God becomes the Father and others become brothers and sisters. 
Therefore it is only fitting that Matthew, conscious of the fact that the church represents the

new covenant people of God, should take over this very evocative language.4 It might also 
be observed that the first three appearances of ‘brother’ terminology in the opening chapters 
of Matthew draw attention to the theme of restoration. The language of brotherhood first 
appears in the opening genealogy which provides a concise historical overview of the 
people of God. At 1.2 the beginning of the nation of Israel is alluded to in the mention of 
Judah ‘and his brothers’. Then at 1.11, when the critical event of exile is noted, mention is 
made of Jechoniah ‘and his brothers’. This is probably best understood as a reference to

people of God back to their Lord (cf. Schweizer, Matthew, p. 337), the reality is that many in Israel did not 
respond to- theeall, as Matthew makes -very clear in his narrative; It follows that the community_ the 
Messiah establishes is but a portion of the whole of Israel.
2 One might note the apt remark by P. Bonnard (/. ’Evang selon saint Matthieu [Neuchatel: Delachaux et 
Nicstlc, 1970], p. 245): ‘un Messie sans peuple messianique etait impensable’.
3 Typical are statements like 12.50: ‘Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother’, which 
is closely paralleled in Mark (3.35) and Luke (8.21), and 23.8: ‘Youareall brothers’; 25.40: ‘As you didit 
to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me’, which are unique to Matthew.
4 With respect to this relational aspect of covenant, note that in Matthew God is consistently referred to as 
‘your Father’ (Matthew: 13x; Mark: lx; Luke: 2x).
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the king’s fellow Israelites who were deported to Babylon along with him. Significantly, 
the next reference to brothers appears in the calling of the first disciples at 4.18-22 where

Matthew places particular emphasis on the fact that Jesus calls two sets of brothers.6 In the 
light of these previous references it is noteworthy that the calling of brothers should mark 
the beginning of the church. Just as the old covenant community began with brothers, so it 
is with the beginning of the new covenant community. And just as the sending off of 
brothers denoted the breakdown of the earlier covenant and the exile of the people of God, 
so the calling of brothers to follow the Messiah signals the beginning of the restoration of 
God’s people.

An extensive examination of Matthew’s ecclesiology will not be undertaken in this 
chapter. Rather, attention will be directed to the association between the Spirit and this 
eschatological community established by the Messiah. It was noted near the end of the last 
chapter that Matthew’s singular description of the events coincident with Jesus’ death can 
be interpreted as representing the departure of God’s spiritual presence from the temple, 
with which it had been identified under the old covenant, to now indwell the new covenant 
people. In the past God had resided among his people, his presence symbolized primarily 
by the Jerusalem temple, but under the new covenant his presence with his people is more 
immediate. By means of his Spirit he is now present among and within his people. This 
reality matches but at the same time transforms the prophetic hope that in the future God 
would dwell among his people. As the place of God’s presence, it would appear that the 
eschatological community has replaced the temple by becoming itself the eschatological 
temple. It has already been noted that essential to the messianic task is the building of the 
temple of God. This raises the very important question of whether Matthew, like certain

other NT writers, conceives of the new covenant people of God as the messianic temple.6 
In order to answer this question attention will be directed to observations in Matthew 
concerning the Jerusalem temple, to statements within the Gospel which suggest that the 
messianic community does indeed assume the role of the new temple with special 
consideration given to the important commissioning text which concludes the Gospel, and 
to correspondences between OT temple ideology and Matthean ecclesiology. Prophetic

6 Matthew uses the word brother four times in the passage (he saw brothers . . . Peter, and Andrew his 
brother. . .  he saw two other brothers, James . . . and his brother John) as compared with Mark’s account 
where the word appears twice (the words in italics are unique to Matthew); a similar concern can be noted at 
10.2 and 17.1.
6 Cf. 1 Cor 3.16-17; 2 Cor 6.16; Eph 2.21-22; 1 Pet 2.4-5.
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expectation concerning the eschatological temple and the role of the Spirit in its 
establishment will also be discussed. In addition, the charismatic character of the messianic 
community will be examined. As the community authorized by Jesus to continue the 
messianic task he had begun, it is directed and empowered by the same Spirit which had 
been present and active in his own ministry. Finally, the moral and ethical dimension of 
the Spirit’s work in the life of the church will be considered. A notable feature of 
Matthew’s description of the life of discipleship is the demand for righteousness. It is 
doubtful that Matthew would expect disciples to live out the greater righteousness of the 
kingdom in the strength of their own will and effort. Rather, it is through the power of the 
Spirit that disciples are able to do the will of their Father.

The Jerusalem Temple in Matthew

Before examining those statements in Matthew which point to the church as the new 
temple, it is helpful to review what is said concerning the Jerusalem temple The Gospel 
contains a number of statements about the temple. Some of these present the temple in a 
neutral or even positive manner, others view the temple in more negative terms. Positively, 
the temple can be described in respectful terms as the place where God resides. Jesus’ 

insistence at 23.21 that to swear by the sanctuary (vaoc;) is to swear not only by it but also 

‘by the one who dwells in it’ (ev XG) KaxoiKO'Ovxt abxov) indicates that he shared the

common Jewish belief that the presence of God inhabited the temple.7 Likewise, the 
teaching at 5.23-24, according to which reconciliation with a brother must take precedence 
over the offering of a gift at the altar of the temple, assumes, without in any way criticizing,

the formal worship practices of the temple.8 Furthermore, in the anecdotal episode at 
17.24-27, Jesus appears to acknowledge the legitimacy of the temple tax even while 
proposing that ‘sons’ are free of such obligations. More will be said later about this 
passage. It is of interest to note that these neutral or positive statements concerning the 
temple are all unique to Matthew.

At the same time, Matthew includes other references to the temple that are less 
favourable. Jesus’ dramatic action of ‘cleansing’ the temple at 21.12-13 reveals divine

7 Cf. B. Gartner, The-Temple andthe Community in Qumran and the New Testament. (Cambridge: CUP, 
1965), p. 110. This intepretation of Matt 23.21 is disputed by N. T. Wright ( andthe Victory o f God 
[Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996], p. 623, n.40), although he does not offer an alternative exegesis.
8 This passage, along with 9.13 and 12.7 where Jesus directs his critics to Hos 6.6 ( ‘I desire mercy and not 
sacrifice’), indicates that Jesus concurred with the prophetic emphasis on covenant faithfulness over formal
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indignation at the corruption of the temple institution. In driving out those whose trade had 
transformed the house of God, which was to be a place of prayer, into a den of robbers, 
Jesus demonstrates that such irreverence had not only compromised the sanctity of the

temple but brought the entire institution under God’s judgment.9 A short time after this 
prophetic action Jesus informs his disciples of the coming destruction of the temple (24.1

2; cf. 23.38).10 Matthew’s unparalleled observation at 27.5, that the despairing Judas 

threw blood money into the temple (vao<;), further serves to underscore the theme of 

temple defilement. Finally, the violent tearing in two of the temple veil at the moment of 
Jesus’ death (27.51) would appear to announce the end of temple order and suggests, as 
noted earlier, that the presence of God which dwelt there has now burst forth from it for 
good.

These negative statements, which assert the defilement of the temple and predict its 
destruction, could very well present a problem for Matthew’s theology, given its strong 
emphasis on eschatological fulfilment. Matthew does propose through his Gospel to 
demonstrate that the eschatological redemption promised in the prophets is being 
accomplished through the messianic mission of Jesus. And yet Matthew would know that

much of this prophetic expectation centres around Zion and the temple.11 That the 
eschatological purposes of God could be realized in the absence of the temple would be 
inconceivable to someone like Matthew who is so immersed in OT prophetic traditions. 
Yet these negative statements present no problem for Matthew, since he knows that Jesus 
prepared for the disappearance of one temple, the physical structure in Jerusalem, by

building a new temple, the community of disciples.12 For Matthew the church has taken 
the place of Zion as the locus of God’s presence on earth. One finds evidence to support 
this assertion not only in material which Matthew shares in common with other Gospels but 
especially in material unique to his Gospel.

ritual. Yet this should not be interpreted as a rejection of formal worship.
9 For a full discussion of this action by Jesus in the temple, see Wright, , pp. 413-28.
I O “5“ • C rrThe ‘house’ (oikoq) that will become a desolation at 23.38 refers in a general sense to the nation as a 
whole (which is termed the ‘house’ of Israel at 10.6 ;15.24) and in a more specific sense to the temple 
(which is called a ‘house’ at 12.4; 21.13)
II K. M. Campbell (The New Jerusalem in Matthew 5.14’, 31 [1978], p. 344) hardly exaggerates the
point when he writes that ‘there is no Israelite eschatology apart from an eschatology of Zion.’ This 
prophetic expection concerning Zion and the temple will be treated below.
i o

A similar observation, though with reference to the paradox within teaching of the historical Jesus on 
this topic, is made by B. F. Meyer, The Temple at the Navel of the Earth', in his Chrislus Faber (Allison 
Park, PA: Pickwick, 1992), p. 261.
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The Church as the New Temple in Matthew

The first indication in Matthew’s Gospel that the church is the new temple emerges from a 
saying of Jesus, unique to Matthew, that appears early in the Sermon on the Mount. At 
5.14 Jesus describes his disciples as the light of the world and through this metaphor 
declares something very important both about their identity and task. It has already been 
observed in this study that light is symbolic of God’s presence. At 4.16 when Matthew 
introduces Jesus’ ministry he does so by describing it, with reference to Isaiah, as the 
return of the light of God’s redeeming presence to Israel. As the Messiah Jesus is the light. 
And now in this pronouncement he speaks of his followers as also being the light. The 
implication of these words is that the messianic community, in imitation of Jesus, is to 
function as God’s saving presence in the darkened world. This notion is further developed 
in the illustrative statement which immediately follows: ‘a city set on a mountain cannot be 
hid’. The emphasis here is on the community of disciples being a visible entity, and yet the 
saying is very easily interpreted according to a Jerusalem or Zion typology to mean that the

church is the new Zion.13 The absence of the definite article with ‘city’ may seem to tell 
against this interpretation. Yet, in a Jewish context the phrase ‘a city on a mountain’ would 
hardly require such specificity to make its denotation clear. The phrase would be 
understood as a reference to Zion. According to this view, Jesus applies Zion imagery to 
his disciples to indicate that in them the eschatological hopes associated with the temple 
mount find fulfilment. The word picture certainly resonates with the eschatological 
imagery of Isa 2.2-5, a key text outlining the central role of mount Zion in the future

redemption of the nations.14 Thus the community of disciples assumes the role that had 
been assigned to the temple. It is from the church, the place of God’s presence in the 
world, that the light of God’s saving knowledge issues forth to the nations.

A second text, again unique to Matthew, in which the church is described in 
language that calls to mind the temple is found in Jesus famous declaration, given in 
response to Peter’s confession that he is the Messiah, the son of God: ‘You are Peter, and 
on this rock I will build my church.’ (16.18). Peter had acknowledged Jesus’ true 
significance and is now informed as to his own role in God’s program of restoration. He 
is to become the rock, or foundation stone, upon which Jesus builds the messianic

13 See especially G. von Rad, T he  City on the Hill’, in Problem o f the Hexateuch and Other Essays 
(Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1966), pp. 232-42; and Campbell, ‘New Jerusalem’, pp. 335-63.
*4 Cf. Gnilka, Matthausevangelium, 1, p. 135.
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community.15 It is frequently observed that the image of building upon a rock alludes to 

the construction of a temple.16 This interpretation of the text is especially compelling when 
read against the backdrop of God’s promise to David at 2 Sam 7.12-16. According to that 
passage, which was discussed earlier, a descendant of David, who is given everlasting rule 
and referred to as God’s son, will build a temple (7.13: ‘he shall build a house for my 
name’). The Matthean passage thus presents Jesus as this anointed successor to David

who builds the temple.17 Yet the temple he constructs is the church, the messianic people 
of God. He fulfils the role of the messianic temple builder, although in an unexpected 
manner. More will be said below concerning temple building as a messianic task.

The passage concerning the payment of the temple tax at 17.24-27 does not relate 
directly to the subject of the church replacing the temple. Yet the implication of Jesus’ 
words on this occasion is that his followers stand in a special position with respect to the 
temple. Jesus does not question the legitimacy of the temple tax which was for the

maintenance of the temple and its ritual.18 However, he stresses the point that in matters of 
taxation it is ‘others’ and not ‘sons’ who are under an obligation to pay. With respect to 
the temple tax, which was required of all adult Jewish males, Jesus disciples are exempt 
because of their special status as ‘sons’. It is noteworthy that earlier at 13.38 he had 
described his disciples as ‘sons of the kingdom’. Thus Jesus’ words at 17.26, ‘Therefore, 
the sons are free’, though not identifying the church as the new temple, nonetheless shares 
in the emphasis already noted that this new community forming around Jesus transcends 
and eclipses the temple institution. It might also be observed at this point that at 12.1-8, in 
a context in which the Pharisees condemn the disciples for picking and eating grain on the 
Sabbath, Jesus justifies their activity by means of two arguments from precedent both of

15 This is the most natural interpretation of Jesus’ words; that Peter should be described here as the 
foundation rock of the church is not exceptional when one notes that at Eph 2.20 the ‘household of God’ is 
said to be built upon the foundation o f the apostles (cf. Rev 21.14).
16 Cf. Davies and Allison, Matthew,2 ,  p. 626; see the full discussion of the passage’s imagery in B. F. 
Meyer, The Aims o f Jesus (London: SCM 1979), pp. 185-86, 194-95. For the influence of Isa 28.16, 
concerning Yahweh laying a foundation stone in Zion, on later rabbinic thought, see Appendix A The 
Foundation-Stone in Zion’, in R. J. McKelvey, The New Temple (Oxford: OUP, 1969), pp. 188-92.
17 It is suggested by J. B. Chance ( Jerusalem,the Temple, andthe New Age in [Macon: Mercer 
University Press, 1988], p. 21) that Jesus’ declaration to Peter ‘may betray Matthew’s conscious reflection 
upon and reinterpretation of the popular Jewish idea that the Messiah would rebuild the eschatological 
temple’.
18 The observation is made by Hagner ( Matthew 14-28, p. 510) that the uncertainty of the tax collectors 
about Jesus’ compliance with the tax ‘suggests they may have thought of him as an eschatological prophet 
in some sense in conflict with the temple.’
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which centre around the temple institution: David and his men entered the house of God 
and ate the bread of the presence when they were hungry; on the Sabbath the priests are 
active in the temple. These arguments are then strengthened by the declaration at v. 6 that 
‘something greater than the temple is here’. It was argued earlier that the ‘something 
greater’ than Jonah and Solomon, to which Jesus refers later in this chapter (vv. 41-42), 
alludes to the Spirit of God which is at work in and through his ministry. It is most likely

that the Spirit is alluded to here as well.19 The implication of this assertion is that in Jesus 
the presence of God is much more immediate than in the temple itself. By virtue of his 
unique endowment with the Spirit of God he, and not the physical structure in Jerusalem, 
carries the symbolic weight of God’s temple. And to the extent that the Spirit is transferred 
from Jesus to the community he founds one can affirm that the latter also carries the 
symbolic weight of the temple. Although the central concern of the passage is Sabbath 
observance it nonetheless makes an important statement concerning the true location of God 
presence on earth and indirectly of the special status of disciples in God’s purpose.

Also originating out of a situation of controversy, this time dating from the final 
week of Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem, is a further statement that points to the establishment 
of a new temple. While teaching in the temple Jesus tells the parable of the wicked tenants 
(2133-41) in the hearing of the chief priests and Pharisees in order that they might see their 
own conduct and designs reflected in those of the tenants. Attached to the parable at Matt 
21.42, as in Mark (12.10-11) and Luke (20.17), is a quotation from Ps 118.22-23 
concerning the stone rejected by the builders that becomes the head of the comer. One 
purpose of this citation is to note that the destiny of Jesus, whose immediate fate is 
reflected in the death of the son of the parable, corresponds to that of the stone in the 
Psalm. This means that although Jesus, like the son, is rejected, he will be eventually

exalted to a position of honour and importance.20 The quotation thus contains a veiled 
reference to the death (rejection) and resurrection/exaltation (vindication) of Jesus. Yet to 
the extent that the quotation refers to a building which this ‘son’/ ’stone’ will one day

19 At 12.6 it is something greater (pei^ov) than the temple that is present; at 12.41 it is something greater 
(trXeiov) than Jonah; and at 12.42 something greater (tcAxiov) than Solomon. The change from the 
comparative pei^ov to the comparative rcXeiov is probably more stylistic that substantive. Support for 
reading these statements as references to the Spirit’s activity in Jesus is found not merely in the neuter 
forms of the comparative adjectives, but more importantly in Jesus’ declaration at 12.22: ‘Since by the 
Spirit of God I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you’, which is arguably the 
defining statement of the entire chapter.

It seems very probable that the connection between the parable and the quotation assumes a Hebrew 
wordplay (son = ben\ stone = eberi).
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‘crown’, a further purpose of the quotation can be noted.21 The Psalm would appear to 
have temple construction in view. The rejected stone becomes the keystone in the temple 
structure. In view of this, it is noteworthy that Jesus’ next remark following this quotation 
is about the founding of a new people: the kingdom of God is to be taken from unbelieving 
Israel and given to a new nation (v. 43). It is likely that Matthew intends a convergence of 
the two concepts of a new temple building and a new nation. The temple for which the son

provides the capstone is identical to the new people that receives the kingdom.22 The 
formation of a new people involves the construction of a new temple. The wider context of 
Matt 21 points to the appropriateness of this interpetation. Prior to his teaching in the 
temple Jesus had performed two very significant actions, the cleansing of the temple (vv. 
12-13) and the cursing of the fig tree (vv. 18-19), both of which intimate the coming 
destruction of the temple. Yet before the Jerusalem temple disappears a new temple

emerges to take its place.22 God’s purposes for the temple continue in the community 
established by the Messiah.

It is noteworthy that when the opponents of Jesus finally bring him to trial the 
charge that is leveled against him, on which they seek to have him put to death, focuses on 
the temple and provides a further allusion to the construction of a new temple. At 26.61 
Matthew, in agreement with Mark, refers to the accusation presented before the Sanhedrin 

that Jesus was able ‘to destroy (KaTGcA/Ooai) the temple of God and to build it

(oiKoSopqaai) after three days’ (cf, Mark 14.58) 24 Matthew does observe that the chief 

priests and council were willing to entertain false testimony against Jesus in their resolve to 
obtain a capital conviction (v. 59), and yet unlike Mark he refrains from labelling this 
particular testimony as false. Within the Gospel Jesus by this point has spoken about the 

destruction (KaxaA.'UO)) of the temple (24.2) and the building (otKoSopeo)) of his church 

(16.18). Thus apart from the accusers’ insinuation that Jesus himself would destroy the

21 The icetpaXij yeovuxq is probably best understood as the keystone or capstone of a structure.
22 D. A. Carson (‘Matthew’ in F. E. Gaebelein [ed.] The Expositor’s Bible Commentary. [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1984], p. 454) is being overly punctilious when he disallows any ecclesiological reference to 
Jesus' words. The interpretation of Wright (Jesus, p. 499) is to be preferred: ‘Jesus’ own varied use of 
scriptural rock/stone imagery in relation to the building of the new Temple, interpreted apparently as the 
new community of the people of YHWH, makes it quite likely that this was his intention here as well.’
^  Cf. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3, 186: ‘Thus the end of the old temple coincides with the 
establishment of a new temple.’
24 Note that at the crucifixion this charge is repeated by those mocking Jesus (Matt 27.40; cf. Mark 
15.29). Compare the words of Jesus at John 2.19: ‘Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it.’
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temple, whereas he only announces its destruction, Matthew would regard the charge as 
essentially correct, even though, of course, Jesus’ accusers and opponents would not 
understand the true reason for its accuracy. For Matthew’s readers the accusation is replete 
with irony and serves to remind once again that Jesus replaces one temple with another. In 
addition, it points to the fact that it is the death and resurrection of Jesus, as indicated by the 
phrase ‘after three days’, that brings about this remarkable change. At the moment of 
Jesus’ death the temple veil is tom, indicative of the passing of the Jerusalem temple 
institution. At the same time the Spirit breaks forth to bring life to the holy ones, indicative 
of the restored community which forms the new temple, whose appearance follows Jesus’ 
own resurrection.

Building the Temple by Making Disciples

The final allusion to the church as the new temple of God is found at 28.16-20, the well 
known conclusion to Matthew’s Gospel in which Jesus gives to his disciples the ‘great 
commission’. In certain respects this is the most important of the Matthean texts 
associating the church with the temple, although the subtlety with which Matthew presents 
the connection is such as to make its contribution to the subject less obvious than is the case 
with the texts previously examined. The extraordinary scene which provides the context of 
this commissioning, as well as the remarkable words of the risen Jesus which complete his 
instruction to his disciples, constitute a very dramatic and fitting conclusion to the Gospel. 
It is clear that the same care and artistry which Matthew had applied to the construction of 
the Gospel’s introduction, and which is evident throughout the ensuing narrative, has also

gone into the framing of its conclusion.25 Indeed, it is frequently observed that many 
features present in this conclusion are related to and serve to bring together various themes 
developed earlier in the Gospel. Most notably, Matthew designs to link together the 
opening and closing of his narrative which is not surprising, given his penchant for literary 
inclusions. This can be seen to greatest effect in the reappearance of the ‘God with u s ’ 
theme. This theme which is first introduced at 1.23, where the Messiah is given the 
descriptive name Emmanuel, is reiterated in the risen Messiah’s final words of assurance 
and encouragement to his disciples at 28.20: ‘I am with you always’. Through this literary 
device Matthew binds his Gospel together around the important theme of the abiding 
presence of God with his people.

«  is noted by Gnilka ( Matthausevangelium, 1, p. 6) that ‘Antike Autoren haben die Anfange und die

94



In this closing text of the Gospel the story of God’s dealings with his people, 
which had been the continuous backdrop to Matthew’s story of Jesus, reaches a decisive 
juncture. Jesus meets with his disciples to inform them both of the significance of his 
death and resurrection and of their own role in the extension of God’s purposes on earth. 
At the beginning of the Gospel Jesus the Messiah had been introduced as the son of 
Abraham and of David, the implication being that he would bring to fruition the hopes 
identified with these two great figures from Israel’s past. Then through his obedience to 
the will of the Father, culminating in his sacrificial death which had restored relationship 
between God and his people, he made possible the realization of these hopes and the 
fulfilment of God’s intentions for his people. It is therefore fitting that at the end of the 
Gospel this son of David should announce his accession to universal authority, thereby 
demonstrating the great triumph of God’s kingdom achieved through his death and 
resurrection, and this son of Abraham should send his followers out to the nations so that 
members of ‘all the families of the earth’ might participate in the blessings of G od’s 
victorious rule. To his disciples, whom he had called to be a sign of the restoration of the 
people of God, is assigned the task of continuing the messianic mission of gathering other 
people, now drawn from every ethnic group, into covenant relationship with God. To this 
extent, the conclusion of the Gospel marks a new beginning rather than an end.

Considerable attention has been directed to the question of the literary genre of this 
important passage, which is unique to Matthew, in the expectation that this might lead to a 
more precise understanding of its meaning. In terms of structure the passage is quite 
straightforward. It neatly divides into two parts: an introductory narrative (vv. 16-18a), 
which describes the post-resurrection appearance of Jesus to the remaining eleven disciples

and their response to that appearance,26 followed by three statements of Jesus (18b-20). 
These words of Jesus, wherein lies the main theological emphasis of the passage, comprise 
a declaration of personal authority ( ‘all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
m e’), a commissioning of the eleven ( ‘make disciples of all the nations’), and a closing 
remark of assurance ( ‘I am with you all the days’). In view of the unique character of the

Schliisse ihrer literarischen Werkemit besondererSorgfalt gestaltet’-
26 When the disciples see the risen Jesus they worship but some doubt. The grammatical construction oi 
8e eS ioxaoav is perhaps best taken to refer to some among the eleven disciples. The doubt in view 
(within the NT the verb Sioxd^o) appears only here and at Matt 14.31) is that of uncertainty and hesitation; 
see I.P. Ellis, “‘ButSome Doubted’”, NTS14 (1967-68),-pp. 574-80.
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text, it is necessary to exercise caution when categorizing it according to genre.27 Evenso, 
there are two formal categories that have proved helpful for the analysis of the passage. 
The first of these is the ‘commissioning narrative’, which relates Matt 28.16-20 to OT

passages in which God commissions individuals to some order of service.28 Such 
comparisons are useful to the extent that by setting the disciples’ commissioning against the 
backdrop of other commissioning texts it can be seen as forming part of a substantial

biblical m otif29 However, this identification is perhaps too general to provide much 
insight into the text.

A second formal category that has found some acceptance is the ‘official decree’, 
which looks to the proclamation of the Persian king Cyrus, recorded at 2 Chron 36.22-23,

as providing the literary pattern for Matt 28 .16-20.30 The attempt to establish a meaningful 
connection between these two texts might at first glance appear to be somewhat strained. 
Yet even if one is not persuaded that the formal category of ‘official decree’ is appropriate 
for Matthew’s ending, the similarities that exist between it and 2 Chron 36. 22-23 are

nonetheless impressive.3 * It is these similarities that are of particular relevance to the 
present discussion. The important question is not whether the conclusion to Matthew’s 
Gospel is related in terms of literary form to the conclusion of 2 Chronicles, but rather 
whether Matthew is making a deliberate allusion to this text because of his interest in OT 
passages associated with the subject of Israel’s future restoration and also because of this 
particular text’s relevance to the topic of the rebuilding of the temple. It is reasonable to

27 J.P. Meief ( ‘Two Disputed Questions m Matt 28:16-20’, JBL 96 [1977], p. 424) concludes his analysis 
of the Gattung of Matt 28.16-20 by stating that no form-critical category yet proposed is satisfactory since 
‘thepericopeis so sui generis’. It is the view of D. Hill <‘The Conclusion of Matthew’s <3ospel: Some 
Literary-Critical Observations’, IBS 8 [1986], p. 57) that attempts to so categorize the passage have 
‘succeededonly in forcing the text into artificial and preconceived moulds’ and actually hamper analysis of 
the passage itself.no _

This approach to the passage is developed and discussed in B. J. Hubbard, The Matthean Redaction o f a 
Primitive Apostolic Commissioning: An Exegesis o f Matthew 28.16-20 (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1974).
^  Yet, as Carson (‘Matthew’, p. 592) notes, the Old Testament commissions to which Hubbard refers 
concern individuals, whereas in the present passage the disciples as a group areQA _

The suggestion that 2 Chron 36.23 provided the literary model for Matthew’s commissioning text is 
suggested by B. J. Malina ‘The Literary Structure and Form of Matt.XXVIII. 16-20’, 17 (1970-71),
pp. 87-103. This approach to Matt 28.16-20 is also followed by J. Lange, Das Erscheinen 
Auferstandenen im Evangelium nachMatthaus (Wurzburg: Echter, 1973), pp. 351-54 and H. Frankemolle, 
Jahwebund und Kirche Christi(Munster: Ascheiidorff, 1974), pp. 50-61.
31 Compare the brief comments in Green, Matthew, pp. 229-30; T. L. Donaldson, Jesus on the Mountain 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985), p. 279, n. 33; andU. Luz, Die Jesusgeschichte des Matthaus (Neukirchener- 
Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1993), p. 157, n. 186.
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believe that Matthew has indeed shaped his conclusion in a way that calls to mind this very 
important passage.

A careful examination of 2 Chron 36.22-23 brings to light certain notable 
similarities between the two passages. With respect to its structure, the Chronicles text also 
divides into two parts, comprised of an introductory narrative (v. 22), stating that Cyrus’ 
decree is issued in fulfilment of the word of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah, followed by 
three statements of Cyrus (v. 23). The Persian king first makes a declaration of personal 
authority ( ‘all the kingdoms of the earth have been given to me’), then commissions the 
people of God (‘whoever is of the people of the Yahweh is to go up to build him a house at 
Jerusalem’), and closes with an statement of assurance (‘may Yahweh his God be with 
him’). The striking resemblance between the two passages does seem too close to be 
merely coincidental. It might be objected that whereas the words of Jesus parallel the 
words of Cyrus in respect of the declaration of personal authority granted by God and the 
reference to the divine presence accompanying those who are commissioned, there is no

evident parallel in the statements about the nature of the commission.32 One concerns the 
rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple, whereas the other concerns the discipling of the 
nations. Yet in the light of what has already been observed about Matthew’s proclivity to 
portray the church as the temple, it would seem that he is here transferring expectations 
associated with the temple to the community of disciples. Presumably it is Matthew’s view 
that the true eschatological temple is built as people of all nations are brought into covenant 
relationship with God. Although Yahweh’s charge to Cyrus finds an answer in the 
construction of the second temple during the Persian period, it is ultimately fulfilled in the 
formation of a people with whom his presence will dwell. With respect to the actions of 
both Cyrus and Jesus in commissioning the people of God to a task, it is important to recall 
that the prophet Isaiah portrays Cyrus as a messianic figure (compare Isa 44.28: ‘my 
shepherd’, and especially Isa 45.1: ‘the Lord’s anointed’). Although a Gentile king, Cyrus 
becomes the instrument of God’s purpose; notably, he is the one who sets in motion the 
rebuilding of the temple. It is fitting that Matthew should want to link the two in relation to 
the work of temple building which on one level is initiated by Cyrus yet on a much deeper 
level is begun by Jesus.

That Matthew has intentionally composed his conclusion with an eye to 2 Chron 
36.22-23 receives additional support when it is noted that the latter text marks the

32 For example, when noting the correspondence between Matt 28.18-20 and 2 Chron 36.23, Gnilka
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conclusion of the Hebrew canon.33 It was observed earlier that the first verse of 
Matthew’s Gospel alludes to Genesis. It is remarkable that the opening of the Gospel takes 
the reader back to the very beginnings of the Hebrew scriptures while the conclusion to the 
Gospel echoes the ending of those same scriptures. It would appear that Matthew designed 
to fashion a narrative thorough and complete enough so that it might stand in a counterpart 
position to the OT scriptures. It is certainly the case that he aspires to show the fulfilment 
of those hopes and expectations left unanswered at the close of the Hebrew canon. It is 
significant that the Hebrew canon should close with Cyrus’ edict authorizing the rebuilding 
of the temple, especially in view of the fact that it contains documents written subsequent to 
Chronicles that refer to the construction of the second temple. At the level of canonical 
reflection, there appears to be a tacit acknowledgment that the second temple did not finally 
answer the hopes associated with the rebuilt temple. To better appreciate the nature of these 
expectations it is necessary to review what was anticipated respecting this future temple.

The Centrality o f the Rebuilt Temple to the Eschatological Hope

The work of the Chronicler, and by extension the Hebrew canon, concludes on the 
optimistic note that the restoration of the people of God is at hand. The Babylonian empire, 
which was the instrument used by God to punish his own people, had been supplanted by 
the Persian kingdom. And with the accession of Cyrus to political power the exiled people 
of God were now free to return to their land and rebuild the destroyed temple. The specific 
reference to the rebuilding of the temple should not be seen as incidental to the enterprise of 
restoration but rather as central to it. As the place of God’s dwelling, the temple is the 
distinctive visible symbol of the nation’s status as the people of God. It was no accident 
that the destruction of the temple coincided with the destruction of the nation. Thus it 
follows that the restoration of the nation as the people of God would necessitate the

rebuilding of the temple.34 It is noted at 2 Chron 36.22 that Cyrus’ decree to rebuild the 
temple fulfils the word of Jeremiah. This, in turn, corresponds to the immediately

( Matthausevaugglium, 2, p. 503). observes; ‘DochhatdasAuftragswortkeineParallele.’
There is debate over the question of whether the order of the canonical books was established by the first 

century. However, Jesus’ warning at Matt 23.35 that his opponents shall be held accountable for all the 
righteous blood shed from Abel to Zechariah son of Berachiah(most probably the Zechariah whose stoning 
is mentioned in 2 Chron 24), which means in effect that they are answerable for all murders of the righteous 
from the beginning to the end of the scriptures, suggests that in Matthew’s view 2 Chronicles closes the 
Hebrew canon.
34 Compare the assessment of R.B. Dillard (2 Chronicles [Waco: Word, 1987], p. 302) that ‘as nation and 
temple were inextricably bound in destruction, so they are also linked in restoration and renewal’.
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preceding verses in which the Babylonian destruction is also presented as the fulfilment of 
the word of Jeremiah. This dual reference to Jeremiah alludes to the two-fold nature of his 
prophetic call as related at Jer 1.10: God appoints him ‘to uproot and to destroy’ as well as 
‘to build and to plant’. According to Jeremiah, the temple, which had become a ‘den of 
robbers’, would be destroyed because Yahweh could no longer dwell among a rebellious

people (cf. 7.1-15).35 Yet, as a preeminent prophet of restoration, Jeremiah also 
announced the return o f the people not only to their land but also to a restored relationship 
with God (cf. 29.10-14; 31.31-34).

The centrality of the rebuilt temple to the eschatological restoration of the people of 
God is a recurrent theme in the prophets. In Isaiah the new exodus of God’s people 
involves the gathering of the scattered exiles to the holy mountain Zion (27.12-13; 51.11), 
to which the Lord himself will return (40.9-11; 52.8-9). The temple site thus becomes the 
place where the returned exiles will be established anew as the people of God. According 
to the programme of restoration envisaged in Ezek 40-48, the glory of the Lord will return 
to the new temple (43.4; 44.4). This signifies the renewal of his presence among the 
people and his intention to dwell in their midst forever (43.7; 48.35). The picture is one of 
a reconstituted community centred around a restored temple. Coinciding with this 
prophetic motif is the preaching of the post-exilic prophets who appeal to the returned 
community to make temple building a priority. For Haggai the task of rebuilding is 
essential since the fulfilment of the nation’s eschatological hopes depends upon it. 
Inasmuch as the honour of God is linked to his residence, he will withhold blessing from 
the community for as long as it neglects the temple (1.5-11). However, once the people 
commit themselves to the task of rebuilding in obedience to the prophetic word they are 
encouraged with a promise of God’s presence (1.13: ‘“I am with you”, says the Lord’). 
For Zechariah the work of rebuilding is ultimately the work of God’s Spirit. For that 
reason, nothing will be able to prevent the completion of the project (4.6-10). Upon its 
completion the Lord will return to dwell in Zion and bring benefit and blessing to the 
restored remnant of the people (8.1-17). This familiar theme, present throughout the 
prophets, indicates that the programme of restoration includes both the regathering of the 
people and the rebuilding of that structure which identifies them as the people of God. At 
that time they will once again enjoy God’s presence and experience his blessing.

It is necessary that Yahweh’s punishment of his people involve the destruction of the temple. Even so, 
Jeremiah insists that the Babylonian destruction of the temple is an attack against God that will be avenged 
(50.28; 5 f .l l) .
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It is evident, especially from Isaiah (cf. 49.6), that God’s purposes are not fully 
achieved once Israel is restored, but only when his salvation embraces all nations and 
reaches to the end of the earth . The return of Israel to Zion and the concomitant renewal 
of the people of God sets the stage for an event of perhaps even greater significance, the 
eschatological excursion of the Gentile nations to Zion. Isaiah describes the nations 
streaming to the temple mount in order to be instructed in the ways of the Lord (2.2-4; par. 
Mic4.1-4, cf. Isa 25.6-10a; 60.1-14; 66.23). He further notes that those Gentiles who are 
faithful to God’s covenant will be welcomed to worship at the temple thus making it truly 
‘a house of prayer for all peoples’ (Isa 56.6-8). Similar statements can be found in 
Jeremiah (3.17: all nations shall gather to the presence of Yahweh in Jerusalem), Zephaniah 
(3.8-10: the nations will be gathered, converted, and bring offering to Yahweh), and 
Zechariah (8.20-23: the nations shall come to Jerusalem to find favour from the Lord). 
Thus the restored temple is of focal importance not only in the renewal of the nation of 
Israel but also in the redemption of all nations. In this light it is easy to understand why the 
action of Cyrus in authorizing the rebuilding of the temple is regarded as a momentous 
event. Inasmuch as it is the effective symbol of the presence of God, the restoration of the 
temple is of great consequence to the story of God’s dealings with humanity.

Matthew would have been familiar with this prophetic theme in which the rebuilt 
temple stands as the centre-piece in the restoration of Israel and the salvation of the nations. 
Yet he would not have seen these hopes as ultimately finding fulfilment in the physical 
temple structure at Jerusalem. Those texts in the Gospel which point to the defilement and 
coming destruction of the Jerusalem temple indicate that it could no longer be regarded as 
God’s dwelling place on earth. Rather, the community of disciples has become the place of 
God’s presence. As such, there is no further need for the Jerusalem temple; its role in the 
fulfilment of God’s eschatological purpose has come to an end. It is in the Christian 
community that those expectations associated with the temple find fulfilment The 
remaining eschatological hopes which converge on the rebuilt temple are now assumed by 
the church. In respect of this, it is perhaps significant that in Matthew the memorable final 
meeting between Jesus and his disciples should take place on a mountain (cf. 28.16). 
Given Matthew’s interest in locating events of key theological importance in mountain

settings, it is probable that the mountain in this text has symbolic value.36 In particular, it

Most scholars see an element of symbolism in the mention of the mountain, although there is no 
consensus as to its interpretation. Some scholars see the mountain as signifying the place of revelation, cf. 
Gnilka, Matthdusevangelium, -2, p. 506; others see a connection with Sinai and the giving of the Mosaic
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would appear that the mountain reference serves the function of evoking certain 

eschatological traditions associated with mount Zion.37 If this reference to the mountain is 
intended to call to mind such traditions, then it aligns itself well with the interpretation 
advanced here. Jesus directs his disciples to the mountain for this important meeting 
because this striking location helps to further identify the community of disciples as the

new Zion which has become the focal point of God’s dealings with humanity.38 As was 
noted, mount Zion is central to the eschatological hopes for the restoration of Israel and the 
salvation of the Gentiles. The restoration of Israel continues to take place as Jews return to 
Zion, which is to say, come into the community of faith, thus joining the original group of

disciples whose very number had both represented and presaged this restoration39 
Moreover, the very act of building up this temple of God presupposes the eschatological 
salvation of the nations. The eschatological temple is under continuing development as

people from every nation, Jew and Gentile, are discipled.40 It is in this sense that the 
eschatological hopes centred in Zion find fulfilment in the church.

law, cf. R_ H. Gundry, Matthew: A  Commentary, on His Literary and Theological Art (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1982), p. 594, andR. T. France, Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), p. 412.
37 In his investigation of mountain symbolism in the OT and in second temple Judaism, Donaldson (Jesus 
on the Mountain, pp. 48-50, 81-83) concludes that in the literary and theological imagination of these 
periods Zion figures much more prominently than do other mountains such as Sinai. The mountain 
symbol may, of course, have more than one referent. In view' of the focus on teaching at 28.20, an allusion 
to Sinai is also quite possible. Note that the reference to the mountain at the opening and closing of the 
Sermon on the Mount (5.1; 8.1), where the quintessence of Jesus’ teaching is presented, recalls Sinai; see 
D. C. Allison, Jr., The New Moses (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), pp. 172-80. Zion is, of course, 
associated with eschatological instruction. Reference was made above to those OT texts that speak of the 
pilgrimage of the nations to mount Zion to be taught in the ways of the Lord (Isa 2.2-4; par. Mic 4.1-4). 
It might be observed that in the very activity of teaching the nations the commands of Jesus the church is 
performing a  function associated with that eschatological temple from which ‘shall go forth instructioa’.
38 According to Donaldson (Jesus on the Mountain, p. 200), the mountain motif is the device used by 
Matthew to indicate that Zion expectations have been transferred to Christ: ‘in him all the hopes associated 
with Zion have come to fruition and fulfilment’. Yet it would appear that Matthew’s emphasis here is 
more ecclesiological than christological. It is the church that the Messiah brings into existence which now 
replaces Zion. The most important point, however, is that the eschatological Zion is determined by the 
presence of eschatological Spirit, which was with Jesus during his earthly ministry and at the end of that 
ministry transferred to his disciples.
O Q  .

It is perhaps noteworthy that Jesus’ disciples represent the nation in another respect: like the nation, 
they had become scattered due to the failure of their faith (26.31, 56). This makes it necessary for the . 
risen Jesus, like a shepherd, to go ahead of them and gather them together (26.32; 28.7, 10). In their own 
experience the disciples repeat the experience of the entire nation and thereby highlight the restoration 
involved in the death and resurrection of Jesus.
40 Jesus’ command to disciple ‘all the nations’ is best understood as including the Jewish nation; see the 
discussion in J.P. Meier, ‘Nations or Gentiles in Matthew 28:19?’, CBQ 39 (1977), pp. 94-102.
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A further aspect of this eschatological hope which finds resonance in Matthew’s 
concluding passage is the promise of divine presence with the people of God. It was noted 
earlier that as the disciples obey the command of Jesus to disciple the nations they do so

with the assurance that he will be present with them.41 Attention has already been directed 
to the correspondence between this statement and the parallel affirmation at 2 Chron 36.23, 
yet it is important to note the relationship of both of these passages to the biblical motif of 
the temple as the locus of God’s presence. At 1 Kings 6.11-13, in his instructions to 
Solomon concerning the temple, Yahweh promises to make it the place of his continuous 
dwelling among his people provided they keep his commandments. Later, at the temple 

dedication, it is filled with a cloud symbolic of the glory of the Lord (1 Kings 8.10-11; cf. 
Exod 16.10; 40.34-35). In this manner the temple is distinguished as the divine dwelling 
place on earth. This situation remains in effect until the breakdown of the covenant causes 
God to forsake his temple. A key vision of the prophet Ezekiel describes the departure of 
the glory of the Lord from the temple at the time of the exile (10.1 -22). Yet, as was noted 
above, Ezekiel also prophesies the return of the glory of the Lord to the restored temple 
(43.4; 44.4). It is within this framework of ideas that the words of Cyrus are to be 
interpreted. As the people of Israel return to rebuild the temple they can be assured of 
God’s presence among them, since in the very activity of temple building the resumption of 
God’s presence is made possible. A similar emphasis appears at Hag 1.13 and 2.4-5, 
where the promise of God’s presence is invoked to encourage the work on the temple. Of 
particular interest is the prophetic pronouncement at Zech 8.23 that, at the time when 
Yahweh returns to dwell in Zion, representatives of the nations will come and declare to the 
Jew: ‘We have heard that God is with you’. The rebuilding of the temple is therefore 
indicative of the restored relationship between God and his people. Presumably this 
theological motif stands behind the promise of the risen Lord to be present with his 
disciples as they make disciples. To the extent that Matthew regards the building up of the 
Christian community as the ultimate fulfilment of those hopes which centre on the temple, it 
is fitting that the disciples’ appointment to that task should include these words assuring the 
divine presence.

41 Meier ( ‘Twe Disputed Questions, p. 412) perceptively remarks that, as distinct from Luke where Jesus 
ascends from the church, in Matthew Jesus comes to the church and remains with it to the end of the age.
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Temple Symbolism and MattheanEcclesiology
In the light of this evidence for Matthew’s belief that the church is the new temple of God, 
it is now necessary to review OT conceptions of the temple in order to note 
correspondences between these ideas and elements within Matthew’s ecclesiology. If it is 
indeed true that Matthew views the church as replacing the temple, one should expect that 
he would transfer to the church some of the notions and functions associated with the

temple institution. The temple has been called a ‘winged synecdoche’42? a very appropriate 
designation when one considers its centrality to the praxis, history, and eschatology of 
Israel. It is certainly the case that the temple was not only indispensable to the religious 
experience of Israel, but affected every aspect of national life As one of the dominant 
symbols of Israel’s covenant relationship with Yahweh, the temple institution gave rise to a 
rich tradition of theological reflection and belief. It is of particular interest to the present 
discussion that significant attributes and qualities that form part of the description of the 
Christian community in Matthew do in fact mirror important aspects of temple ideology.

The paramount idea associated with the temple is, of course, that it symbolized the 
presence of God with his people. In the Pentateuch the covenant people are instructed that 
when they have been given rest from their enemies they are to seek the place Yahweh will 
choose as his dwelling place. There Yahweh will put his ‘name’, signifying his personal 

identity and presence (Deut 12.5).43 When the temple in constructed on mount Zion during 
the reign of Solomon, Yahweh demonstrates his willingness to dwell among his people by

filling the temple with his glory at its dedication (1 Kings 8.10-11; 2 Chron 5.13-14).44 
From that day forward it is identified as the place of Yahweh’s name (cf. 1 Kings 8.20; 2 
Chron 2.1; 6.20; Neh 1.9; Ps 74.7; Isa 18.7). It is assumed, of course, that not even 
heaven, let alone the temple, can contain Yahweh (cf. 1 Kings 8.27). Yet as the God who 
covenants with Israel he makes himself near to his people. His presence in their midst is 
seen as evidence of his special covenant love and of his favor resting with them. This 
conviction that the temple is the dwelling place of God’s name and thus the locus of the

42 The descriptive phrase is that of Meyer (‘Navel of the Earth’, p. 219). Note that in the temptation 
narratives reference is made to ‘the wing ( t o  TTTf'poyiOV) of' the temple’ (Matt 4.5; Luke 4.9).
42 H. Bietenhard,‘ovopa‘, TDNT, V, p. 256: ‘The she guarantees God’s presence in the temple in clear 
distinction from Yahweh’s throne in heaven.’
44 A number of texts echo this tradition that Yahweh chose Zion to be his own dwelling place; cf. Pss. 
9.11; 26.8; 68.16; 74.2; 76.2; 132.14; 135.21; Isa 8.18.
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divine presence is the essential theological premise that gave authority and legitimacy to the 
temple institution.

In view of this identification of the temple with God’s name it is noteworthy that the 
first of the two activities involved in making disciples is that of ‘baptizing them [i.e. the

nations] into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’.45 This baptism 

‘into the name’ (eig to ovopa) of God describes the indispensable condition of 

discipleship. It is best not to understand this phrase in a formulaic sense, as though its 
purpose were to specify the manner in which people are to be baptized. Rather it is to be 
understood in an ontological sense, describing what happens at baptism. Through the rite 
of baptism an individual in entering into relationship with God becomes part of that 
community in which the name of God now dwells. To put it another way, baptism ‘into 
the name’ means incorporation into the church as the eschatological temple of God. 
Inasmuch as the ‘name’ of God now indwells the church, baptism ‘into the name’ and 
membership in the redeemed community express the same spiritual reality. Discipleship is 
about coming into covenant relationship with God and this finds expression through 
participation in the eschatological community in which God is present. The only other text 

in Matthew where this eiq to ovopa construction occurs, and again in a text unique to the 

Gospel, is also instructive.46 At 18.20 Jesus promises his disciples that ‘where there are 

two or three gathered in my name (aovqYpevoi eiq to epov ovopa), there am I in their 

midst (ekci e ip i ev peotp aoTW v).’47 The language of this verse resonates with the 

‘temple as presence’ symbolism rooted in the OT.48 For example, at Jer 3.17, in an

At 28.19-20 the task of making disciples is describedas comprising the two activities of ‘baptizing’ and 
‘teaching’: the main verb of the command pa0T]xe'6aate (‘make disciples’) is followed by two subordinate
participles, Pajm ^ovxeq (‘baptizing’) and 8i8aoK0vxeq (‘teaching’), explaining what is required in 
making disciples.
46 The phrase etc; o v o p a  at 10.41-42 reflects a different understanding. In that case, receiving ‘in the
name’ of a prophet, righteous one, or disciple means that one has recognized their true nature as people sent 
by God. ^  F

47 For comprehensive analyses of the language of 18.20, which survey the various interpretations of the 
phrase ‘gathered in my name’, see P. Christian, ‘Was heisst fur Mattaus: “In meinem Namen vereammelt” 
(Mt 18,20)?’, in W. Ernst, et al. (eds.) DienstderVermittlung (Leipzig: St. Benno, 1977), pp. 97-105; and 
H. E. tona, “‘In meinem Namen vereammelt” ’, Archiv fiir Liturgiewissenschaft 27 (1985), pp. 373-404,
48 It is very common to interpret this verse in Matthew with referenceto the rabbinic statement that if two 
sit together to study Torah the Shekinah is in their midst (cf. m. ’Abot 3:2); see J. Sievers, “‘Where Two 
or Three. . .”: The Rabbinic Concept of the Shekhinah and Matthew 18,20’, in A. Finkel and L. Frizzell 
(eds.) Standing Before God (New York: KTAV, 1981), pp. 171-82. Yet, even apart from the problem of
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eschatological context which concerns both the restoration of Israel and the redemption of 
the nations, it is observed that all nations shall gather to Jerusalem ‘in the name’ of 
Yahweh. The phrase ‘I am there’ recalls passages such as Ezek 43.7, Joel 2.27, and Zech 
2.10-11 which promise the renewal of God’s presence among his people in a restored 
temple. Matthew would recognize that such promises have found fulfilment in the church. 
The church has replaced the temple as the place of the divine presence. The promise of 
presence is now given to the community of disciples who gather in the name of Jesus.

A second important idea relating to the temple which appears to have exercized 
some influence on Matthew’s thought is that of the temple as the place where heaven and 

earth meet. It is frequently affirmed, especially in the Psalms (cf. Pss 11.4; 14.2, 7; 18.6, 
13; 20.2, 6; 76. 2, 8), that Yahweh dwells concurrently on Zion and in heaven. Although 
these two claims might appear incongruous, they are presented without any hint of tension. 
Presumably such statements are regarded as compatible because they assume a belief that

Zion is the place where heaven and earth intersect or converge.49 There is some evidence 
in the OT for such a belief. At Gen 28.11-17 Jacob dreams of a stairway reaching from the 
earth to heaven. The next morning he names the place Bethel or ‘house of God’, which he 
further describes as the ‘gate of heaven’. There is certainly the suggestion in the passage of

a sacred place where heaven touches earth and indeed where access to heaven is granted.50 

According to Ezek38.12, Jerusalem is the navel ( i m p  o^itpcdoc;) of the earth (cf. Ezek

5.5), the implication being that it, specifically Zion, formed the central point of the cosmos. 
It is reasonable to assume that once Zion, Yahweh’s holy mountain, was acknowledged as 
the place he had chosen for his dwelling it came to be seen as a place of preeminent 
significance and the point of contact between heaven and earth. God can be said to be 
present in his temple and in heaven at the same time because it is understood that the 
distinctions between the two are essentially blurred. As the place linking heaven and earth 
the temple was thus invested with great dignity and authority. This idea would validate, 
moreover, the efficacy of the temple ritual. The sacrifices and offerings of the temple 
institution could be seen to effectuate actual forgiveness and purification because these

the dating of the rabbinic concept of the Shekinah, it is preferable to interpret 18.20 against the backdrop of 
OT covenant ideas; see Lona, ‘IirmeinemTeamen’, pp.387-90.
49 See the discussions in S. Westerholm, ‘Temple’, ISBE, IV, p. 764; C. Meyers, ‘Temple Jerusalem’ 
ABD, 6, pp. 359-60.
50 Commentators frequently relate the stairway of Jacob’s dream to the Mesopotamian temple tower or 
ziggurat; cf. E. A. Speiser, Genesis (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, 1964), pp. 218-20; N. M.
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actions on the earthly level would converge with corresponding actions in the heavenly 
sphere. This aspect of temple ideology truly made the institution exceptional.

In the light of this it is interesting to note the number of passages unique to Matthew 
in which the disciples of Jesus are described as functioning in a manner which brings 
together heaven and earth. In the Lord’s Prayer they are instructed to pray that God’s will 
would be done ‘on earth as it is in heaven’ (6.10). The point of the petition would appear 
to be that through their prayers the disciples actively participate in bringing about on earth 
the will of the Father that is already realized in heaven. More impressive, however, are the 
promises of Jesus at 16.19 and 18.18-19. Speaking in the first passage to Peter alone but 
then in the second to all of his disciples, Jesus affirms that whatever they bind on earth will

be bound in heaven and whatever they loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.51 At least a 
partial explanation for this pronouncement is provided at 18.19: if two disciples agree on 
earth concerning anything they might ask, it will be done for them by the Father in heaven. 
For the present it is not necessary to discuss the specific meaning of ‘binding’ and 
‘loosing’ in these contexts. What is important to note is the affirmation that the community 
of disciples has been granted an authority on earth which is intimately associated with and

guaranteed by the authority of heaven.5  ̂ The Christian community, even when narrowly 
defined as two or three gathered in the name of Jesus, can now be seen as the place where 
heaven and earth converge. The spiritual presence of the risen Lord is in the midst of 
disciples when they gather and their agreements ‘on earth’ effectively receive validation 
from heaven. It would seem that Matthew has transferred to his understanding of the 
church this idea of the temple as the point of contact between heaven and earth.

Sama, Understanding Genesis (New York: Schocken, 1966), p. 193.
51 The question of how best to translate the periphrastic future perfects in this saying is far from settled. 
For example, compare the discussions in Carson (‘Matthew’, pp. 370-72), who decides in favour of giving 
the perfect participles their full force [‘will have been bound/loosed’], and in Davies and Allison ( ,
2, pp. 638-39), who argue the case for a Simple future passive translation [Svili be bound/loosed’]. The 
exegetical point in question is whether the activity of God, in binding or loosing, is thought of as preceding 
or following the activity of Peter or the disciples. Following the former view, P. Elbert (‘The Perfect 
Tense in Matthew 16:19 and Three Charismata’, JETS 17 [1974], pp. 112-17) argues for a ‘charismatic’ 
understanding of Matt 16:19 in the sense that the disciple receives direction through the Spirit in advance as 
to the will of God, announces this decision, and then awaits confirmation in the result. The thorough 
linguistic study of S. E. Porter ( ‘Vague Verbs, Periphrastics, and Matt 16:19’, Filologia Neotestamentaria 
1 [1988], pp. 155-73), however, supports the latter view. The interpretation advanced in the present 
discussion is not significantly affected by a decision one way or the other.
C ry .

It is perhaps best to see the words of the risen Jesus at 28.18, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me’, as providing the background to as well as the warrant for these claims.
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A final aspect of temple ideology important to Matthew’s view of the church 
concerns the association between the temple and the kingdom of God. The prophets can 
speak of Yahweh as enthroned in the temple at Zion (Isa 6.1; Jer 14.21; 17.12; cf. Jer 
3.17; Ezek43.7). On one level, it is from this location that he exercizes his rule. Seen in 
this light, the temple expresses the rule of God over Israel and ultimately over the entire 
earth. It is for this reason that the temple institution became closely tied to the institution of 
monarchy in Israel. The OT narrative devotes much attention to the construction of the 
temple, which is regarded both as an event of considerable theological importance and the 
special responsibility of the king. The temple is therefore planned by David (cf. 1 Chron 
28.11-19), who heads the designated kingly line, and built by his heir and successor

Solomon.53 True kingship and the building of the temple are thus brought into close 
alignment. In particular, Yahweh’s pledge to David in 2 Sam 7 draws together the task of 
temple building with the idea of everlasting kingship. Yahweh promises David a son who 
will ‘build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever’ (v. 
13). The promise finds initial fulfilment in the building project of Solomon (1  Kings 8.16- 
21; 2 Chron 6.5-11). Yet, as has been noted, this promise gave rise to expectations 
concerning another greater son of David who would build the restored temple. Concerning 
this future Davidic ruler, who is occasionally described by the appellation ‘Branch’, it is 
stated at Zech 6.12-13 that he will build the temple of Yahweh and rule on his throne. On 
the basis of such texts as 2 Sam 7.13 and Zech 6.12-13 temple building came to be seen as

a messianic function.54 The messianic successor to Davidic will be thus distinguished as 
one who builds the eschatological temple. It was noted earlier that the fact the Hebrew 
Bible closes with Cyrus’ decree authorizing the rebuilding of the temple suggests that this 
hope of rebuilding under an anointed successor to David had remained essentially 
unfulfilled. The restored temple awaits a time when there is a king to sit on the throne of 
David.

Matthew, of course, goes to great lengths to demonstrate that Jesus is this son of 
David and the fulfilment of all the hopes attached to this figure. The words and actions of 
Jesus provide unmistakable evidence of the presence of God’s rule. That some of these

53 It is frequently noted that in the ancient Near East it was a function of the king to build a central 
sanctuary and to organize cultic ritual. Temples were built under the direction of a king at the command of 
a deity; see M. Ottosson, ‘VdTT’, p: 386; Runnalls, ‘King as Temple Builder’, pp. 18-21.
54 Note again that at Isa 44.26-45.1 Cyrus, who is termed Yahweh’s ‘anointed’, is appointed to the task of 
rebuilding the temple.

107



words and actions should be directed toward the establishment of a new temple, which is 
formed by the community he calls to himself, is consistent with this pattern of fulfilment. 
Mention has already been made of Matthew’s interest in the title ‘son of David’. Most 
often it appears in connection with Jesus’ healing work. However, it is possible that the 
title also points to this additional work of temple building which is so closely associated 
with this expected descendant of David. It is certainly the case that in Matthew the title 
carries royal overtones (cf. 1.1, 20), and it may be significant that the temple ‘cleansing’, 
an event which highlights the defilement of the present temple and thus the want of a 
renewed temple, is bracketed by acclamations that Jesus is the ‘son of David’ (21.9, 15). 
In any event, Jesus does carry out this messianic task of building the eschatological temple 
of God. And as the construction of this temple continues, which is to say, as the size of 
the community of disciples increases, the rule of God is extended among the nations and 
throughout the earth. For Matthew it is in and through the church as temple that the rule of

God on earth finds expression.55 The messianic community is the place of God’s presence 
and the centre from which his redeeming rule extends to accomplish his purposes.

The Spirit and the New Temple

Matthew sees in the church the realization of those OT hopes that centre on the restoration 
of God’s presence to Zion. Moreover, Matthew’s allusive language indicates that what 
might be viewed as essential to the OT conception of the temple of God is now true of the 
church as the eschatological temple. One further matter related to this topic that deserves 
attention concerns the role of the Spirit in the building of this new temple. Such a 
discussion is warranted if for no other reason than that throughout the OT the Spirit of God 
is active is some manner in all such building enterprises, whether it be the creation of 
heaven and earth or the construction of the wilderness tabernacle, Solomon’s temple, or the

post-exilic temple.56 To the extent that Matthew seeks to show a pattern of continuity and 
recurrence in God’s activity, one might expect to find reference to the work of the Spirit in 
connection with this important development in the divine programme.

This complex notion has no doubt contributed to the difficulties that attend the interpretation of certain 
Matthean passages in which the church is closely identified with the kingdom; a case in point is 13.36-43, 
on which see the discussion of R. K. Mclver, ‘TheParable of the Weeds among the Wheat (Matt 13:24-3o! 
36-43) and the Relationship between the Kingdom and the Church as Portrayed in the Gospel of Matthew’ 
JBL 114 (1995), pp. 643-659.
56 On the role of the Spirit in the establishment of the divine sanctuary in OT thought see W. Hildebrandt, 
An Old Testament Theology o f the Spirit o f God (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1995), p. 46-50.
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For Matthew the restoration of God’s presence to Israel, which sets in motion the 
fulfilment of all other eschatological hopes, occurs when the Messiah is uniquely conceived 
of the Holy Spirit and later anointed and empowered by the Spirit at his baptism. By virtue 
of this unique endowment of the Spirit, Jesus, who is appointed to be Emmanuel, becomes 
the particular locus of God’s presence on earth. This is why at 12.6 he can claim that 
something greater than the temple is now present. As the one in whom the eschatological

Spirit is active, the presence of God is more immediate in Jesus than in the temple itself.57 
He, in effect, has replaced the temple. As the time of his death drew near, Jesus apparently 
made the identification between himself and the temple even more plain. The temple of

God would be destroyed, yet after three days it would be built up (cf. 26.61; 27.40).58 
The ‘destruction’ of the temple is a specific reference to the death of Jesus. Yet the 
subsequent ‘building up’ of the temple has a dual reference. It describes both the 
resurrection of Jesus and the establishment of the church. Before his death Jesus alone is

identified as the temple; yet after his death the church is so identified.59 One would infer 
from this that a transfer of the Spirit from Jesus to his church had occurred coincident with 
his death and resurrection. This is the very point that was argued for in the last chapter 
when Matthew’s description of Jesus’ death was examined. Matthew’s portrayal of the 
church as the new temple presupposes that the Spirit which had imbued Jesus during his 
earthly ministry has now been bestowed upon his disciples who continue his work as the 
messianic community on earth. Thus the resurrection signifies not only the raising up of 
Jesus but also the raising up of this eschatological temple of God. Matthew recognizes that 
central to the messianic mission is the work of restoration which continues to proceed as 
the messianic community is built up. It is noteworthy, in respect of this, to recall the 
emphasis in Haggai and Zechariah that the work of rebuilding the temple is the work of the 
Spirit of God (compare especially Zech 4.6: “‘Not by might, not by power, but by my 
spirit”, says the Lord of hosts’). As Jesus’ disciples empowered and directed by G od’s 
Spirit baptize representatives of the various nations, these people coinicident with becoming 
members of the community of faith enter into and form the sphere of the Spirit’s presence

57 It has been suggested that the descentof the Spirit on Jesus at his baptism might be reflective of temple 
imagery, i.e. the Shekinah glory of God now rests upon Jesus; see Gartner, Temple, pp. 117-18.
58 These statements echo the language of the passion predictions, according to which Jesus would be killed 
and on the third day raised (16.21; 17.23; 20.19; cf. 27.63-64).
^ I t  is assumed that the statements in Matthew which depict the community of disciples as the temple of 
God are proleptic; the community attains this special position only when the redemptive purposes of God 
are realized through the death and resurrection of Jesus.
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and influence. The Spirit, by administering and motivating the task of discipling the 
nations, builds the eschatological temple. It would seem that the role Matthew assigns to 
the Spirit in the accomplishment of God’s purpose matches that of the prophetic vision.

The Messianic Community as a Charismatic Community

The community of disciples is assembled by Jesus the Messiah so that the redemptive task 
he inaugurates might be continued and extended throughout the earth. To ensure that this 
ongoing messianic work is discharged in a manner both consistent with the divine purpose 
and reflective of that pattern of mission exhibited by Jesus himself during his earthly 
ministry, it is necessary that his followers and representatives be gifted by the same Spirit 
which had directed and empowered him. Just as his ‘anointing’ by the Spirit of God at his 
baptism can be regarded as the precondition of Jesus’ messianic activity, inasmuch as that 
event marks the moment when he is invested with the necessary authority and power to 
accomplish his task, so also his disciples must be ‘anointed’ by the Spirit prior to their 
participation in the messianic enterprise. With respect to this, it is noteworthy that essential 
to becoming a disciple is the experience of baptism ‘into the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matt 28.19). This profound ritual action, through which the 
disciple enters into a covenant relationship with God, not only signifies initiation into the 
Christian community but also associates the disciple with the baptismal experience of 
Jesus. The reference to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in Matthew’s phrasing certainly 
recalls that earlier baptism which is impressively distinguished by the the presence of the 
Father, Son, and Spirit (cf. 3.16-17). Moreover, in the words of John the Baptist, which 
set the context for that baptism, Jesus is described as one who will baptize with the Holy 
Spirit (3.11). The more powerful one who comes after John is one who is himself 
baptized by the Spirit of God and who then baptizes others with the same Spirit. Thus, the 
disciples of Jesus are baptized in the same way, and for the same purpose, that he himself 
was baptized. One implication of this is that through this experience of Spirit baptism 
disciples become uniquely qualified to share in the authority, power, and mission of

Jesus.60 The Spirit’s descent on Jesus at his baptism marked the moment when he

60 When commenting on the unique baptismal language of Matt 28.19b, D. Patte (The Gospel According 
to Matthew [Philadelphia; Fortress, 1987], p. 401) concludes ‘that baptizing people “in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” means baptizing them as Jesus was baptized, so that in turn 
they might share in Jesus’ authority and ministry’ (his italics); note also the observation of K. McDonnell 
andG . T. Montague (Christian Initiation and Baptism in the Holy Spirit 2nd rev. ed. [Collegeville: 
Liturgical Press, 1994], p. 20) that the disciples ‘are empowered fully by Jesus’ Spirit because through
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received the distinctive authority necessary to fulfil his messianic task. His disciples by 
virtue of a comparable baptism are likewise invested with that same authority to carry 
forward the same mission. They are appointed to that messianic task which is initiated, 
directed, and empowered by the Spirit of God.

It is fitting, in the light of this, that in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus instructs his 
disciples to do the very same works which had typified his own ministry. When Matthew 
first presents the messianic ministry of Jesus by means of the summary statement at 4.23, 
reference is made to the three activities of teaching, proclaiming the good news of the 
kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and sickness among the people. It has already 
been observed that in the chapters which immediately follow this introduction, Matthew 
provides substantial evidence both of Jesus’ profound authority as a teacher proclaiming 
the kingdom (chs. 5-7) and as one able to perform healings and other miraculous powers 
(chs. 8-9). It was also noted that this authority in word and deed is the direct result of his 
messianic anointing. It is perhaps significant that Matthew has so structured his Gospel 
that this comprehensive and instructive presentation of the nature of the messianic mission 
is succeeded by the second major discourse found in chapter 10 which concerns the 
mission of Jesus’ followers. The instructions given by Jesus in this section of the Gospel 
are directed in the first instance to the twelve, whom he sends to ‘the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel’ (10.5-6), and yet are broadened in scope to address matters of relevance to 
the ongoing mission of the church. It is of particular interest that prior to his sending out of 

the twelve, Jesus calls them to himself and confers on them authority (e^ODOia) to do the 

works he had just been described as doing (10.1). Specifically, they are given authority 

over unclean spirits to cast them out and to heal every kind of disease and sickness/ ’I

baptism they participate in Jesus’ own inaugural empowerment by the Holy Spirit.' (their italics). For the 
connection with Jesus’ own baptism see also J. D. Kingsbury, T he  Composition and Christology of Matt 
28:16-20’, JtiL 9$ (1974), p. 578.

The grammar of 10.1b is of interest in that the granting of authority over unclean spirits is followed by 
a result clause (mate) that refers both to the casting out of such spirits and also to the healing of disease 
and sickness. This need not suggest that Matthew views all sickness as caused by demons; however it does 
support the point argued for in the previous chapter that demon possession and disease are connected 
inasmuch as both are ultimately rooted in sin and the consequent separation from God and thus betoken the 
need for restoration. It may be significant that the term ‘unclean spirit’ (cacdGapiov Jiveupa), which is 
common in Mark and Luke, appears in Matthew only here and at 12.43, wherein the story of the return of 
the unclean spirit it provides a poignant metaphorical description of the disordered spiritual condition of 
‘this evil generation’. Perhaps through this usage Matthew intends an allusion to Zech 13.2, the only place 
in the LXX where the term appears. There, in a context describing the eschatological ‘day’ when the people 
will be cleansed from sin and impurity, it is stated that Yahweh will also remove from the land ‘the unclean 
spirit ( to  jrvE'Opcc to  (XtccxOccpTOvy Jesus’ offerol cleansing and release from such oppressive power, as
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Through the exercise of such authority the messianic mission is extended through the work 

of the disciples.62 The language used to express the authority to heal at 10.1, i.e. to heal 

‘every kind of disease and sickness’ (7taaav voaov Kai tuaaav jicd a id av), is 

identical to the descriptions of Jesus’ healing work at 4.23 and 9.35. This provides a clear
indication that they share in the same authority and are thus empowered to reproduce his 
deeds.

This understanding receives further expression at 10.7-8 in the context of mission 
instructions given to the disciples. As they go out they are to proclaim the good news of 
the presence of the kingdom of heaven, thus doing as Jesus had done at 4.17, and provide 
as evidence of this the works of healing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing lepers, and 
casting out demons. These four imperatives of v. 8 are best seen as subordinate to the 
earlier command of v. 7 to proclaim the kingdom. They point to the dramatic way in which 
the kingdom is to be proclaimed. It’s appearance is announced through spoken word but 
also through such visible demonstrations of the grace, power, and restorative effects of 
God’s rule. Each of these four activities reflects the deeds of Jesus noted in chs. 8-9 where 
he is described as healing the sick (8.5-13; 8.14-17; 9.35), raising the dead (9.18-26), 
cleansing a leper (8.1-4), and casting out demons (8.28-34; 9.32-34). Thus the disciples

are to proclaim the good news of the kingdom in a manner identical to that of Jesus.63 It 
would appear that in every respect the mission of the disciples is to mirror that of Jesus. 
For this reason the disciples must act according to that same authority, granted by the Spirit 
of God, which had distinguished Jesus’ ministry.

It is frequently observed that although the disciples are given authority to cast out 
demons, to heal the sick, and to perform other significant miracles during the time 
coincident with Jesus earthly ministry, they do not receive authority to teach until the risen

evidenced in his exorcisms and healings, met with unbelief and rejection and thus prompted the sombre 
assessment of 12.43-46; ho weveF, the implication of 10.1 is that the offer continues to be made through his 
disciples who have been given authority over unclean spirits.
62 In his important discussion of the charismatic component within Matthew’s description of the church, 
Schweizer (‘Observance of the Law and Charismatic Activity in Matthew’, N TS  16 (1970), p. 226)
observes that ‘following Jesus finds expression in charismatic deed in which his authority continues among 
his disciples.’ 6

It is the opinion of Hagner {Matthew 1-13, p. 273) that Matthew’s first readers would not have believed 
that they were called with Jesus and the twelve to perform such miracles since the literal application of 
Jesus’-instructions would be appropriate only in the apostolic age. This seems an odd conclusion for him 
to reach since he acknowledges that these miracles are part of the good news of the kingdom. He offers no 
explanation as to why the working of miracles which was an essential component of the kingdom’s
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Jesus commissions them to do so as an essential component in their discipline of the 
nations (cf. 28.20). Prior to this final commissioning at the close of the Gospel it is Jesus

alone who is presented as teaching with authority.64 The fact that the disciples are granted 
teaching authority only after the death and resurrection of Jesus would indicate that these 
momentous and determinant events must take place before the disciples are capable of 
understanding correctly and thoroughly what the proclamation of the kingdom entails and 
are thereby competent to communicate this message to others. Yet too much should not be 
made of this temporal distinction between an earlier granting of authority over unclean 
spirits and a later granting of authority to teach, especially in view of the fact that a 
thorough proclamation of the kingdom involves both activities. It is perhaps significant 
that although Matthew records that the disciples are given authority to cast out evil spirits 
and to heal, he does not provide evidence of their having ever performed such works when 
they are sent out by Jesus. This stands in marked contrast to the synoptic parallels to the 
commissioning and sending out of the twelve. It is observed at Mark 6.13 that during this 
time the disciples cast out many demons and healed many who were sick. According to 
Luke 9.6, the twelve departed proclaiming the good news and healing everywhere. Far 
from including any mention of the disciples’ successful implementation of this authority 
granted them, Matthew refers only to their failure to heal the boy possessed by a spirit who 
suffers from epileptic seizures (cf. 17.14-21). On that occasion the ‘little faith’ 

(oX iyom cm a) of the disciples renders their attempts at exorcism ineffectual. Perhaps 

Matthew does not show the disciples exercising authority during the ministry of Jesus 
because he recognizes that ultimately the disciples are not able to participate in the works of 
Jesus until they have shared in his anointing. This does not occur until the redemptive 
event of the death and resurrection of Jesus is accomplished and the eschatological Spirit is 
transferred from Jesus to his disciples. Only after that time, and as a result of the Spirit’s 
operation in their midst, do they receive sufficient understanding of the full significance of 
Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom to teach others competently and to overcome the ‘little 
faith’ which had impaired their ability to perform the works pointing to the presence of 
God’s rule. Thus the granting of authority to the disciples earlier in the Gospel may be 
seen as essentially proleptic. It anticipates the work the disciples will carry out following

proclamation in lire apostolic period would be no longer essential to that proclamation in the post-apostolic 
period or beyond.
64 Cf. Meier, Matthew, p. 372, and A. T. Lincoln, ‘Matthew—A Story for Teachers?’, in D. J. A. Clines 
et al. (eds.), The Bible in Three Dimensions (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), pp. 114-18.
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the completion of Jesus’ earthly work.65 Their actual commissioning occurs when the 
spiritual presence of the risen Jesus comes to remain with them in order to effect the 
ongoing messianic mission.

It was observed in the last chapter that the forgiveness of sins stands at the very 
centre^of the messianic mission and that in Matthew it constitutes an essential p a rt of Jesus’ 
messianic ‘words’ and ‘deeds’. It is therefore not surprising that the authority to forgive 
sins is also granted to those who continue this messianic work. Matthew’s account of the 
healing of the paralytic at 9.1-8, which highlights the close association between physical 
restoration and spiritual restoration in the work of Jesus, is of particular relevance in this 
regard since the authority to forgive sins which Jesus claims for himself is also implicitly 
extended to his followers. In Matthew’s conclusion to the narrative the crowd is moved to 

glorify God ‘who had given such authority to people’ (xov Sovxcc e^ o tx n av  TOiam tiv 

Toi<̂  dv0pc67toi<;). By way of contrast, in Mark (2.12) the crowd exclaims, ‘We never 

saw anything like this!’, while in Luke (5.26) they observe, ‘We have seen wonderful 
things today.’ Matthew’s language is perhaps best understood as a reference to the

authority given to the community of disciples to forgive sins.66 The authority which Jesus
the ‘Son of Man’ had on earth to forgive sins is now assumed by his followers and 
representatives.

This authority to forgive sins corresponds to the prerogative to bind or to loose, 
which is granted to Peter at 16.19 and then to all disciples at 18.18. In both contexts 
binding or loosing probably refers to the retention or the forgiveness of sins. It is common 
to interpret this language in 16.19 with reference to the rabbinic use of these terms to 
denote authoritative pronouncements on what is forbidden or permitted. Accordingly, 
Peter is granted the authority to decide what is permissible or not permissible with respect 
to church practice. A major problem with this interpretation is that it is dependent on later 
rabbinic usage and thus ascribes to the terms ‘to bind’ and ‘to loose’ meanings they do not 

carry in the Greek Bible. Significantly, in the LXX the words Seto and Xixo are regularly 

used to mean, respectively, ‘to imprison’ and ‘to release’. In the light of this, it is best to

65 At the level of the ministry of the historical Jesus the twelve most probably did perform miracles, as 
reflected in Mark and Luke. However, at the level of Matthew’s theological composition the authority to 
do as Jesus had done is available to the disciples of Jesus only after they have shared in his anointing 
which does not occur until after his death and resurrection.
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understand the language of binding and loosing against the backdrop of the theme of 
restoration that pervades Matthew’s Gospel. Thus, binding refers to the continuing 
‘imprisonment’ to the inimical powers of sin and Satan of those who obstinately refuse the 
offer of forgiveness that epitomizes the good news of the kingdom, whereas loosing refers 
to the ‘release’ from the condition of separation and spiritual exile from God of those who 

accept God’s forgiveness.67 At 18.18 the language of binding and loosing occurs in a 
context discussing reconciliation and discipline within the community, wherein instruction 
is given regarding the conditions according to which the forgiveness or nonforgiveness of 
sins is to take place. In the granting of such authority the message of forgiveness, central

to the messianic redemption, is advanced in the proclamation and life of the church.6*5 
Some will respond favorably to this message, finding restoration and release from their 
sins; others will reject the offer of forgiveness, remaining in bondage to sin and a self- 
imposed separation from God. That which had defined the ministry of Jesus now 
continues to define the ministry his followers.

In Matthew’s depiction of the community of disciples as a prophetic community an 
additional feature of its charismatic nature becomes evident. Throughout the Gospel the 
disciples of Jesus are designated prophets and associated with the earlier prophets sent to

Israel.69 One might observe that in this role they also serve to continue the ministry of 
Jesus. For Matthew the category of prophet is not a major or central component in his 
christological portrayal of Jesus. Nonetheless, he does emphasize that Jesus was regarded 
as a prophet by the crowds. Matthew includes the disciples’ observation at 16.14 that

66 This is the view of many commentators, some of whom support the identification of the ‘the men’ to
whom this authority is granted with Jesus’“ disciples by noting Matthew’s striking description of the 
disciples as ‘the men’ at 8.27; cf. Meier, Matthew, p. 92; p. 165.
67 In the OT exile is, of course, frequently described in terms of imprisonment. For that reason, restoration 
is often vividly portrayed as the release of prisoners. At Isa 43.14 the redemption of Israel is presented 
under the image of Yahweh breaking down the barred gates of Babylon so that his people might be free. Of 
particular interest is the description of release from exile at Isa 42.7. There the anointed servant who is 
given the task of redeeming captive exiles is described as leading out of bonds those who have been bound 
(LXX: 5e8ep,ev01)<;). The restoration, at least as envisioned by Isaiah, is about the releasing, or 
loosing, of those who had been bound in exile (cf. also Isa 61.1). As noted often in this study, for 
Matthew the historical events of political exile and restoration provide the descriptive language and imagery 
that helps elucidate the fateful spiritual separation and return which shapes the redemptive drama
68 This granting of authority to forgive sins also belongs to the time following Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, since the forgiveness of sins is ultimately dependent upon that redemptive event.
69 It is noted by P. S. Minear (‘False Prophecy and Hypocrisy in the Gospel of Matthew’, in J. Gnilka 
[ed.], Neues Testament und Kirche [Freiburg: Herder, 1974], p. 78) that in four of Matthew’s five 
discourses, the disciples are aligned with prophets either directly, as in 23.34, or by implication, as in 5.12; 
7.15, 22; 10.41; 13.17.

115



some of the people identified Jesus as one of the prophets, a detail common to all three 
synoptic Gospels, and adds to this two further statements at 21.11 and 21.46, both unique

to his Gospel, which confirm that this was the crowd’s main impression of Jesus.70 In 
Matthew’s view, this estimate of Jesus, though not fully adequate, is accurate. Jesus 
himself alludes to his prophetic role in his quoting of the proverb about prophets not 
receiving honour among their own people at 13.57. Of even greater significance is the 
declaration of the heavenly voice at the transfiguration (17.5: ‘This is my beloved son . . . 
listen to him’), which contains an impressive echo of Deut 18.15, the notable text

concerning the future raising up of a prophet like Moses .71 For Matthew Jesus fulfils the 
role of the eschatological prophet and this identification heightens the significance of the 
crowd’s remarks throughout the Gospel. Yet, like other prophets of God, Jesus is 
repudiated by the very people to whom he is sent.

It is this theme of Israel’s rebellious refusal of prophets that distinctively colours 
Matthew’s presentation of Jesus’ followers as prophets. Jesus declares at 23.34, near the 
end of the series of woes he pronounces against the scribes and Pharisees who had

opposed his ministry, that he is sending to them prophets, sages, and scribes.77 Yet their 
response will be to persecute and destroy these envoys. This motif of the rejection of 
God’s prophets is assumed in the directive at 5.12: the disciples are to rejoice when 
persecuted and reviled in part because such negative treatment associates them with ‘the

prophets who were before you’.77 In the mission discourse of chapter 10, where Matthew 
also uses the title prophet in reference to disciples (cf. v. 41), many parallels with 23.34

can be noted: the disciples are sent, persecuted, flogged, and killed.74 As the disciples 
carry forward the work of Jesus they are to expect no different or better treatment than what 
their master received (cf. 10.24-25). Yet, it is especially in the midst of persecution that 
their prophetic function is made apparent. When brought before officials to bear witness

70 This view of Jesus is also assumed at 26.68 where Jesus’ opponents taunt him as one whose abilities as 
a prophet should assist him to identify those individuals who had struck him.
7 ' The phrase ccKOtkxe arixo'O (‘listen to him’) appears to be a direct reference to the LXX of Deut 18.15: 
aux o v  otKouaeaGe (‘you shall listen to him’).
77 These three terms highlight the charismatic activity of the disciples. The term Jtpo<pijxr]<; (‘prophet’), 
here as well as at 10.41, describes their role as messengers through whom God speaks. The terms oocpo^ 
(‘sage’) and ypapfiaxeu^ (‘scribe’) point to their function as teachers who explain the meaning of the 
kingdom (cf. 13.52).
77 On the subject of the disciple of Jesus as successors to the prophets see A. Sand, Das Gesetz und die 
Propheten (Regensburg: Pustet, 1974), pp. 171-73.

116



they are not to be anxious about the manner or content of their speech since what they are to 
say will be given to them. In fact, they will not be speaking at all, but rather ‘the Spirit of

your Father’ will speak through them (10.18-20).76 In Matthew’s judgment the 
proclamation of the disciples takes place essentially in a hostile context. It is this which 
links them to prophets of the past and requires that, as prophets in their own right, they 
permit the Spirit of God to speak through them.

One final passage that is important to this discussion of the charismatic character of 
the Christian community is 7.21-23. These verses describe the future judgment of 
individuals who consider themselves disciples of Jesus, for they address him as ‘Lord’ and 
claim that their prophecies, exorcisms, and works of power had been done ‘in your name’, 
but who are perhaps best described as false charismatics. In view of the damning rebuke 
Jesus delivers to these ‘disciples’, the passage could be read as Matthew’s rejection of 
charismatic activity within the church. Yet such an interpretation overlooks the evidence 
presented in this discussion which confirms that in Matthew’s view the authorized activity 
of the Christian community is nothing other than charismatic. Matthew recognizes that true 
followers of Jesus will also prophesy, cast out demons, and perform miracles even if that

is not explicitly stated in this text.76 It might be noted, however, that the eschatological 
warnings with which the Sermon on the Mount concludes, of which this passage forms an 
important part, are characterized by contrasts: the easy way and the hard way (7.13-14), the 
healthy tree and the rotten tree (7.16-20), the wise builder and the foolish builder (7.24
27). Thus, even though the passage makes no reference to genuine charismatic activity this 
should be taken as implied. A further problem with reading into these verse a repudiation 
of the charismatic element within faithful discipleship is that it misses the point of the 
warning of the passage. The admonition is directed not against charismatic activity as 
such, but against the notion that the exercise of charismatic authority can take the place of 
practicing the righteousness demanded by God. It is assumed that such deeds can be done

74 R. E. Winkle, ‘The Jeremiah Model for Jesus in the Temple’, AU SS  24 (1986), p. 164.
76 The idea expressed here parallels that found in the third Paraclete saying of John 15.26-27, where the 
Spirit bears witness to Jesus through the testimony of the disciples. O. Michel ( ‘The Conclusion of 
Matthew’s Gospel’, in G. Stanton [ed. J, The interpretation o f Matthew [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983], p. 
41, n. 20) is probably correct to relate the theme of Christus praesens in Matthew to the Johannine 
Paraclete motif. In his judgment the Matthean conception is ‘probably even richer’ that its counterpart in 
John’s Gospel.
7(7 In his valuable discussion of Matt 7.21-23, C. L. Holman (‘A Lesson from Matthew’s Gospel for 
Charismatic Renewal’ in P. Elbert [ed.]. Faces o f Renewal [Peabody: Hendrickson, 1988], pp. 48-63)
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in a manner that is not consistent with the will of the Father. Just as the dutiful activities of 
almsgiving, prayer, and fasting can be performed in a way that invites condemnation and 
not reward (cf. 6.1-6, 16-18), so it is with charismatic expression. Matthew acknowledges 
the very real danger that attends the execution of the authority granted by Jesus: the disciple 
might come to confuse their involvement in the demonstration of the Spirit’s power with 
the fulfilment of God’s will and thereby undervalue the importance of righteous

behaviour.77 To presume to serve God in this way is, according to the verdict of Jesus, to 

be a worker of ‘lawlessness’ (av o p ia ), a judgment which exposes the ministry of such 

false disciples as a shameful caricature of the true ministry that is characterized by the

greater righteousness required of every disciple.7® The charismatic activity of the 
community is not to be regarded as an end in itself; rather it serves the proclamation of the 
kingdom which is itself defined in terms of righteousness. Essential to the mission of the 
church is the advancement of God’s righteous rule in the world. In view of this, it is now 
necessary to turn to the final topic of discussion which concerns the moral dimension of the 

Spirit’s work in the Christian community.

The Spirit and the Life o f  Righteousness
It is clear from Jesus’ final commissioning of his disciples at the close of Matthew’s 
Gospel that the life of discipleship is distinguished by obedience to his commands (cf. 
28.20). This corresponds to the emphasis on righteous conduct that pervades the

Gospel.7^ In all of Jesus’ instructions to his followers about the nature of discipleship 
attention is directed primarily at the ethical and moral aspects of the new way of life to 
which they are called. In the beatitudes, with which Jesus begins this instruction, his 
disciples are implicitly challenged to ‘hunger and thirst’ after righteousness (5.6). They are 
to make the accomplishment of God’s will the object of their desire. The command at 6.33

argues that Matthew addresses a charismatically sensitive audience which he encourages in genuine 
charismatic experience.
77 Compare the judgment of E. Cothenet (‘Les prophetes Chretiens dans l’Evangile selon saint Matthieu’, 
in M. Didier[ed L ’Evangile selon Matthieu. Redaction et theologie[Gemblout: Duculot, 1972], p. 300)
respecting these false disciples: ‘Confiants dans la possession de 1’Esprit . . . ils se jugent affranchis des 
contraintes de la morale ordinaire.’
7® D. Hill ( ‘False Prophets and Charismatics: Structure and Interpretation in Matthew 7,15-23’, Bib 57 
[1976], p. 340) observes concerning these false charismatics that ‘they do not or do not sufficiently fulfil to  
GeXtipct to t) tratpot; pot), which for Matthew is SiKCUoa'uvrp that is why they are guilty of a v o p ta ’
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expresses a similar idea: the disciples are to seek God’s kingdom and righteousness. They 
are to direct their attention to what is of greatest importance in life which is described here 
as undivided loyalty to God’s rule expressing itself in the dedicated performance of his 
will. This commitment to righteousness is absolutely indispensable to discipleship. At the 
same time, the admonition at 5.20, that the righteousness of the disciples must go beyond 
that of the scribes and the Pharisees, indicates that there is something distinctive, albeit out 
of the ordinary, about this demanded righteousness. What this is receives precise 
expression in the mandate of 5.48: ‘Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect’. The essence and goal of the disciple’s pursuit is to image God. True 
discipleship, in other words, means a determination to reflect in one’s own life the very 
nature and characterof God himself. This is what it means, ultimately, to be in covenant 
relationship with God. He is a righteous God and he wills that his people walk in his 
ways. Obedience to the will of God is a necessary element in covenant relationship since 
apart from it a key purpose of covenant, that is the moral formation of God’s people in 
accordance with the paradigm of his revealed nature, will not be realized. It is for this 
reason that the task of making disciples of the nations involves teaching them to observe all 
that Jesus had commanded. Clearly, God’s will for his people receives exact and 
authoritative interpretation in the pronouncements of Jesus the Messiah.

Although Matthew presents righteousness as the distinctive mark of discipleship, he 
does not explicitly state how disciples are to live out the righteousness demanded of them. 
It is unlikely that Matthew would consider human resolve and striving as adequate to the 
task of fulfilling this greater righteousness. Presumably, he recognizes that its realization 
in the life of the disciple implies the gracious operation of God’s Spirit. In this regard the 
sequence of events assumed in the process of making disciples may be significant Before 
intended disciples are instructed to keep Jesus’ commands they are baptized ‘into the name’ 
of the Father, Son, and Spirit. In other words, a profound connection with God, indeed a 
direct experience of God’s very nature, is presupposed prior to the imposition of any 
requirements. It is understood that the covenant relationship carries with it certain 
obligations, yet the establishment of that relationship, and the grace which it entails, always 
precedes such demands. It would appear that for Matthew an important consequence of the 
experience of baptism, the emphasis, of course, being on the spiritual reality to which the

79 Schweizer (‘Observance’, p. 223) is correct to see in the terms ‘prophet’ and ‘righteous’ at 10.41 a 
twofold description of disciples. The terms refer respectively to the charismatic activity and proper 
obedienceof the disciple and thus encapsulate what for Matthew defines discipleship.
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act of baptism points, is that the Holy Spirit is now present with the disciple to enable and 
effect the necessary righteousness. With respect to the ordering of events, it is also notable 
that the first specific teaching of Jesus that Matthew records is his declaration of blessing 
on those who are ‘poor in spirit’ (5.3). The phrase ‘poor in spirit’, which is unique to 
Matthew, most probably describes those who recognize their deficiency and impotency in 
the spiritual sphere. Lacking the necessary spiritual resources, they look to God from a

position of total dependence.80 Thus, before Jesus introduces any element of demand or 
obligation into his teaching, he points to what is the first step on the way of discipleship: 
the candid acknowledgement that without help from God one is not able to succeed as a 
disciple. Matthew’s earlier accounts of Jesus’ baptism and temptation make it clear to the 
reader that it is the Spirit of God which supplies what is lacking in those who follow God 
in humble obedience. The beatitude also assures the ‘poor in spirit’ that the kingdom 
belongs to them. The promise is fitting since only those who honestly admit to God their 
own inadequacy receive the power to fulfil the righteousness appropriate to the kingdom 
and essential for final entrance into it. It would seem that the ensuing teaching of Jesus 
concerning the demands of discipleship presupposes that proper attention has been directed 
to the far reaching implications of the first beatitude.

In the light of Matthew’s assiduous interest in the fulfilment of prophecy, it is of 
particular relevance to this discussion that according to the prophetic hope the future 
renewal of God’s people entails their moral transformation, an operation which on occasion 
is attributed to the Spirit of God. In the view of the prophets, the breakdown of the 
covenant with its attendant adversities was the consequence of the nation’s disobedience. 
Moreover, the regrettable story of Israel’s persistent obduracy forced upon them the 
realization that the people on their own were incapable of obedience. With this came the 
recognition that if restoration was to be authentic and lasting Yahweh would have to deal 
effectively with the problem of the people’s disobedience. At Jeremiah 3133-34 the new 
covenant which is established at the time of restoration is defined in terms of the 
internalization of God’s law: Yahweh will write his law on the hearts of his people. At 
Isaiah 32.15-16, in a context describing the future redemption, it is observed that 
righteousness will be evident among the people when God pours out his spirit upon them. 
This idea is developed further in Ezekiel. The prophet declares at 36.24-27 that when 
Yahweh gathers his people from exile he will cleanse them, giving them a new heart and

80 L. Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), p. 95.
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putting a new spirit within them. Even more remarkable, Yahweh will place his own spirit 

within them so as to make obedience to his will possible (cf. Ezek 11.19-20).81 Thus, the 
prophets envisage the restoration of the people of God as a time characterized by greater 
obedience because of the empowering spirit of God. Inasmuch as Matthew discerns in the 
redemptive work accomplished through Jesus the fulfilment of the prophetic hopes of 
restoration, the righteousness now demanded of the new covenant people of God is best 
seen as inspired and sustained by the Spirit of God. When in Matthew discipleship is 
identified with the fulfilment of righteousness and obedience to Jesus’ commands it is to be 
assumed that the work of the Spirit makes this a present reality. Although the matter is 
treated in a complex and subtle fashion, it is nonetheless apparent that for Matthew the 
work of the Spirit is intrinsic to the life of righteousness.

Conclusion

Matthew demonstrates that the long awaited redemption of the people of God takes place in 
Jesus. Yet, at the same time, he does not wish to leave the impression that the work of 
redemption that stands at the heart of the messianic mission is concluded with the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. Rather, that mission has only just begun. It continues in the faithful 
labours of the eschatological community established by Jesus. Because the church plays an 
essential role in the fulfilment of the messianic task, Matthew seeks to place it within the 
framework of OT expectation just as he had done with Jesus. Those prophetic passages 
which concern the restoration of Israel and the salvation of the nations are seen as finding 
their fulfilment in the church, comprised as it is of both Jews and Gentiles. Moreover, the 
ongoing expansion and enlarging of this messianic community is regarded as the 
anticipated rebuilding of the temple which was so central to the eschatological redemption 
of all peoples. In the community of disciples God’s presence is active in bringing the light 
of his saving knowledge to all nations and in every respect extending God’s rule on earth.

81 In the preceding verses (Ezek 36.22-23) Yahweh declares that this work of restoring and transforming his 
people is for the sake of his name, in order that it may be sanctified. His name had been profaned among 
the nations because o f  Israel ’ s sin, yet in the future he would manifest hisholiness before them through the 
nghteous actions of his people. There is a probable allusion to these verses in the first petition of the 
Lord s Prayer ‘fret your name be sanctified’ (Matt 6.9). The implication of the petition is that the disciples
f y y * *  ' n * t saunct!‘,y'? s of the Father’s name- In res^ c t  Of this, one might note the observation at 
Matt 5.16 which should also be compared wrth the Ezekiel text, that when others see the good works of

his llio p i?8 Y * ^  m° VCd t0 8l° rify G°d' aX rS namC ‘S through the righteous conduct o f .
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It is evident from Matthew’s narrative that the Spirit of God motivates and impels 
the messianic mission of the church. The presence of the Spirit had been the distinguishing 
feature of the ‘anointed’ ministiy of Jesus. Now following his death and resurrection the 
Spirit is present with his disciples ‘anointing’ them as well. By the influence of the Spirit 
they are empowered to advance the work of their master in ways that faithfully reflect his 
own practice and are radically transformed so that the manner of their activity mirrors his 
own righteousness and integrity. The Spirit works both within and through the 
eschatological community, demonstrating through its charismatic activity the definite and 
tangible benefits of God’s gracious rule and revealing in its righteous conduct the glorious 
image of God s justice and beneficience. It is this community imbued with the 
eschatological Spirit which exhibits the reality of the restoration of God’s presence and in 
this way bears witness to the nations of the restoration to physical and spiritual wholeness 
which stands at the heart of God’s redemptive purpose.

122



CONCLUSION

From the beginning to the end of the age the Spirit of God is the agent of the divine 
purpose. God s activity in both the original creation and the ongoing work of re-creation 
proceeds by means of the life giving operation of his Spirit. The work of the Spirit is 
especially evident in the eschatological redemption which begins with the ministry of Jesus 
and continues through the mission of his followers. For Matthew this redemptive work, 
which defines the divine purpose, has as its objective the restoration of God’s human 
creation back to himself with the attendant establishment of God’s righteous rule 
throughout the created order. Yet God’s intention for his creation, though it would seem 
straightforward and should encourage universal acceptance, is not so easily realized. 
Rather, the redemptive plan is carried forward in a context of considerable opposition and 
controversy. The divine initiative faces the violent hostility of those spiritual powers which 
pit themselves against God’s beneficent authority and seek to damage and pervert the 
balance of goodness and integrity present in his creation. Perhaps no less at variance with 
the divine purpose, though certainly more tinged with irony, is the outright rejection and 
careless indifference of those many people who would otherwise benefit from its 
accomplishment. The work of the Spirit is conducted in this atmosphere of conflict and 
therefore necessary to its completion is the operation of the judgment inevitable to the 
redemptive enterprise. Those who through repentance and discipleship demonstrate their 
acceptance of the restorative work of God are regarded as his people. In the present they 
experience restored relationship with God and in the future these elect ones will be gathered 
together (24.31) and enter into eternal life (cf. 25.46). At that time they will participate in 
the authentic life for which they were created; a level of existence attained through the 
ultimate experience of the presence of God, the source of all life. Nevertheless, there are 
those who refuse the offer of forgiveness and reject God’s rule over their lives. These 
people, like the inhabitants of Jerusalem in Jesus’ day, are unwilling to be gathered (23.37) 
and thus know nothing of God’s salvation. Since they rebuff the Spirit’s gracious 
overtures their lives in the present are devoid of God’s presence and in the future they will



be cut off completely from his presence. The haunting Matthean image of the unrighteous 
being cast into ‘outer darkness’ (8.12; 22.13; 25.30) implies a fate of absolute separation 
from God. There is added poignancy to the fate of the lost inasmuch as they face 
destruction in the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels (cf. 25.41). They 
frustrate the very purpose for which they were created and in consequence meet an end 
never intended for them. By rejecting the presence restoring and life giving operation of 
the Spirit they are finally bereft of presence and life altogether. As the words of Jesus at 
12.32 suggest, how one regards the work of the Spirit has implications both in this age and 
in the age to come. It is one’s judgment of the Spirit’s work which decides how one is to 
be judged and determines one’s own fate.

In Jesus, the Spirit anointed Messiah, God’s promises to his people find their 
answer in his remarkable demonstrations of the presence of God’s saving rule. Yet more 
than the presence of the kingdom is revealed through his activity, for in Jesus the presence 
of God himself finds clear and definitive expression. What had been an unfulfilled hope in 
theOT, of a king who could truly mediate the presence of God, is actualized in Jesus the 
Messiah. As the one called Emmanuel he is the essential presence of Yahweh, the covenant 
making God. In him God makes himself available to his people, attending to their needs in 
order to restore them back to himself. Uniquely endowed with the Spirit of God he is able 
to represent God fully. In his words and deeds he exhibits the righteousness, mercy, and 
faithfulness which together form the essence of the divine nature. It is because he 
exemplifies so completely the essential qualities of God that he is qualified to inaugurate the 
eschatological rule of God. The presence of the Spirit of God with Jesus means that he 
embodies both the character and competency necessary to carry out the messianic task. 
This task is now continued by the new covenant community established by Jesus. Their 
mission is to extend God’s rule throughout the earth so that members of every nation might 
know the blessings of God’s salvation. Crucial to the success of this enterprise is the 
transfer of the eschatological Spirit from Jesus to his church. This transfer occurs at the 
conclusion of his earthly ministiy and it is as a result of this that he can be said to be with 
them as they fulfil their commission. The disciples of Jesus now function as an anointed 
community competent to carry forward the messianic task. God is present with them and 
they in turn mediate his presence to the nations of the earth. Yet with the privilege of 
experiencing God’s presence goes the responsibility of reflecting God’s character. It is 
therefore necessary that the community of disciples follow Jesus by revealing through its 
behaviour and activity the character of God. The successful outcome of the disciples’
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mission depends to a great extent on how well they live out the implications of the 
conferment of presence that distinguishes their community.

Implications fo r  PentecostalThought and Praxis

A central thesis of this study is that Matthew explains the redemptive program of God 
under the biblical imagery of exile and restoration. He is aware that from the beginning the 
creator God is also presented as a God who seeks to be in covenant relationship with the 
people he has made. Yet it is within the power of human sin to corrupt and destroy such 
relationship. Moreover, there are other antagonistic spiritual powers that struggle to 
undermine the order of creation and obstruct the divine purpose. The profound affect of 
sin is very graphically portrayed through the metaphor of exile. The very people God 
created to be in relationship with him are in fact separated from him and to an extent 
exposed to the evil that exists in opposition to him. They therefore stand in need of 
deliverance from sin, the only thing that makes restoration possible. For Matthew the 
present age in the scene of this redemptive drama. It is the will of God that before the end 
of this age the call to restoration be delivered to all nations. Eternal punishment is, 
according to the manner of its depiction in the Gospel, nothing other than absolute and final 
separation from God, a state of everlasting exile. Eschatological salvation, on the other 

hand, is admittance into and irrevocable enjoyment of God’s presence for eternity.
This universal story of exile and restoration is played out in Matthew with specific 

reference to the historic experience of the Jewish nation. They as a people had known the 
blessing of covenant relationship with Yahweh but also the curse of exile with all its 
attendant misfortunes. A major objective of Matthew’s narrative is to convince his Jewish 
contemporaries that as a result of the Spirit directed ministiy of Jesus the return from exile 
is now taking place. Through the death of Jesus a new covenant has come into effect. If 
they will but follow Jesus back to God their time of separation will end. In the mission of 
the church this invitation is now extended to people of every nation. This Matthean 
leitmotif is quite easily muted or not heard at all in contexts influenced by dispensational 
thought, which is the case with many Pentecostal and charismatic churches. With respect 
to such matters as the restoration of Israel and the rebuilding of the temple, dispensational 
eschatology looks to certain events and conditions of the twentieth century, an era which 
has witnessed the return of many Jews to their traditional homeland and increasing 
speculation about a rebuilt temple, as the fulfilment of OT prophecy. Yet to read such 
prophetic texts according to the extreme literalism of the dispensational hermeneutic leads
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one to disregard the full significance of the coming of Jesus. The regrettable tendency 
within dispensational interpretation is that it moves too easily from OT prophecy to modem 
day fulfilment without properly acknowledging that between the prophets and the modem 
world stands the most important event in history. When these same prophetic texts are 
viewed from Matthew’s perspective the restoration of Israel and the rebuilding of the 
temple are seen to find their fulfilment in Jesus. However, in a manner consistent with the 
‘already’ and ‘not yet’ that characterizes the establishment of the rule of God this work of 
restoration and rebuilding is not fully realized at the time of Jesus’ earthly ministry. At that 
time the ‘crucial’ event takes place which makes fulfilment possible, yet the restorative 
work continues as the church carries forward the messianic mission. It is in this sense that 
these eschatological events find fulfilment even today.

This aspect of the ‘already’ and ‘not yet’ of God’s rule also has implications for 
Pentecostal teaching on healing. It was observed in the study that although illness and 
affliction can not in every circumstance, and perhaps not even in most circumstances, be 
directly attributed to sin, it is nevertheless the case that such disorders are ultimately rooted 
in sin and the consequent separation from God. They are evidences of the disruptive 
affects sin has introduced into God’s creation and accordingly point to the human need for 
restoration. This helps explain why healings and exorcisms played such an important role 
in the ministry of Jesus. He came primarily to deliver people from sin and yet his healings, 
by which people are delivered from the baneful consequences of sin, make that undertaking 
much more palpable and easily grasped. The healings can be said to serve a pedagogical 
function in that these restorations to physical wholeness provide symbolic representations 
of the spiritual restoration Jesus had come to effect. One should expect that as Jesus’ work 
is now carried out by his followers it remains God’s will to perform healings to bear 
witness to that work of restoration which stands at the heart of the good news of the 
kingdom. At the same time, it is important that the role of healing not become too elevated. 
When this occurs healing no longer functions as a pointer to the greater work of spiritual 
restoration which must remain the central focus of the church but becomes an end in itself, 
at which point it can be very quickly perverted. The elevation of healing also places upon it 
a burden it can not bear. According to the thinking of some within the Pentecostal and 
charismatic community it is the will of God to heal every time the occasion requires. With 
a theology so tightly wound there is no recourse when healing does not occur other than 
recrimination and guilt. This is to demand too much of healing. When it is viewed in a 
proper manner as a pointer to deliverance from sin, it becomes clear that the truth of the
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good news does not require that healing always occur. Rather, when healing does not 
occur it is another unpleasant, albeit necessary, reminder of the ‘not yet’ of the redemptive 
process. Only when the present age ends will sin and its consequence be completely 
eliminated. In the meantime healings provide encouraging indications of the 
comprehensive wholeness that awaits the people of God.

It is right that Pentecostals should expect the church to be a charismatic community, 
gifted by the Spirit to accomplish God’s purpose. It is only appropriate that the people of 
God both embrace and participate in that work which the Spirit of God is pleased to 
conduct. Although it is not always carefully articulated, Pentecostal and charismatic 
believers intuitively recognize that demonstrations of God’s power and authority are 
essential to the proclamation of the good news of the kingdom. Yet in two areas caution 
must be continually exercised if Pentecostalism is to avoid the disproportion and distortion 
which impedes the advance of God’s kingdom. First, there is the persistent tendency to 
devalue the importance of teaching. Matthew demonstrates clearly that the messianic 
activity of Jesus was distinguished by authority in both word and deed. Moreover, 
teaching is presented as an indispensable element in the ongoing activity of the church as 
indicated by Jesus’ final commission to his disciples. This teaching authority which the 
risen Lord bestowed on his followers constitutes a powerful element of the charismatic 
characterof the church. The kingdom is best proclaimed when charismatic expressions in 
word and deed are held together in tandem and thus allowed to complement and reinforce 
each other. Demonstrations of power and authority without the benefit of the interpretive 
matrix provided by informed teaching on the kingdom are easily misunderstood and 
misused. It is regrettable that in many sections of the church the good news of the 
kingdom is proclaimed through word alone, devoid of the profound corroborative 
testimony presented by authoritative manifestations of the Spirit’s power, yet this is best 
remedied by modelling a balanced proclamation of the kingdom and not by tipping the 
scales toward the opposite extreme.

The second area in which there is potential for error and therefore great need for 
care, and in this case occurring when charismatic expression becomes disconnected from 
the task of proclamation, concerns the tendency to be preoccupied with the power inherent 
in the work of the Spirit. This tendency inevitably alters and distorts what God seeks to do 
among and through his people. When attention is diverted from God to his power, the 
Spirit is relegated to the role of the servant of the church, healings and other works of 
power are conducted in a manner that is more suggestive of a circus sideshow, and those
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who perform such miracles receive the kind of attention than is neither appropriate nor 
beneficial. This abuse of divine power by aligning it with human self-interest and reducing 
it to the level of mere spectacle must certainly grieve the Spirit of God, not least because it 
negates the meaning of the sacrificial death of Jesus, the one event which most eloquently 
testifies to that unique power of the Spirit which alone can transform human lives. It is for 
this reason that charismatic activity can not allow itself to become divorced from the 
proclamation of the gospel. A standard of integrity is maintained only when attention is 
constantly focused on the self-denial and self-giving which stand at the heart of the 
message which determines and nourishes the church.

A truly charismatic community will reflect in its values and behaviour the moral 
nature of God. Accordingly, a proper enthusiasm for the activity of the Holy Spirit must 
include a longing to be transformed by that holiness with which the Spirit is identified. It is 
unfortunate that Pentecostal ism, at least in North America, is better known for its sexual 
and financial scandals than for its righteousness and integrity. An important part of the 
Spirit’s operation within the Christian community is to strengthen the covenant relationship 
by assisting the people of God to become more like the One they worship and serve. The 
judgment scene of Matthew 7.21-23 serves as a pointed reminder that at the end all that 
really matters is whether those who identify with Jesus have actually followed him in doing 
the will of the Father. Charismatic activity in all its varied forms, although necessary to the 
furtherance of the kingdom, is not the measure of successful discipleship. Of first 
importance is that disciples seek the righteousness of the kingdom by allowing the Spirit to 
progressively form them into people of righteousness. Only then is the community of 
disciples able to truly mediate the presence of God to the nations and serve as an effective 
instrument to restore them to God.
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