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In this volume Craig Keener focuses on two aspects of the interpretation of
Matthew. First, he analyzes the social-historical-rhetorical contexts of both
Matthew and his traditions. Second, he examines the nature of Matthew's
exhortations to his Christian audience pericope by pericope. Since it is
impossible to reconstruct the precise social situation of Matthew, Keener casts a
wider net and considers the general eastern Mediterranean, perhaps Syrian,
Jewish context of Matthew. A close comparison of the issues raised in the
Gospel with what we know elsewhere of late first-century Jewish-Christian
relations provides the basic picture of the issues faced by the Matthean
community.

Furthermore, Keener's rereading of Jewish and GrecoRoman materials from
Matthew's milieu leads to an abundance of fresh perspectives on the text,
including many insights not found in any other Matthew commentary. Applying
data from more than 10,000 primary references and 2,000 secondary sources,
Keener goes beyond many other socio-historical approaches; his work is based
more on social history anchored in concrete data, with less focus on theoretical
models. As a result, like Matthew's Gospel itself, this commentary is an
excellent teaching tool for scholars, seminarians, pastors, and serious students of
the Bible.
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Introduction

The Focus of This Commentary

Different commentaries emphasize differing primary concerns, such as redaction
criticism (Gundry 1982), structuralism (Patte 1987), and the history of
interpretation (Luz 1989; cf. idem 1994; Schnackenburg 1996). Without
minimizing or excluding such concerns, this commentary focuses especially on
two aspects of interpretation: analysis of the social-historical contexts of
Matthew and his traditions on one hand, and pericope-by-pericope suggestions
concerning the nature of Matthew's exhortations to his Christian audience on the
other. The latter aspect can be helpful today in that most readers of Matthew
commentaries use them not simply to reconstruct early Christian history but to
attempt to reapply Matthew's instruction (or those of his traditions) to their own
generation (or, in the case of scholars, often to teach those who will do so).

But if there is to be any degree of analogy between the early Christians'
wisdom and that of their modern interpreters, we must take into account the
historical context not only in which but also to which they communicated their
message. Such a context naturally shaped the form of their message, suggesting
the importance of my first focus for my second. Intrinsic study of the text is
more essential to understanding the text than extrinsic analysis, but most users of

commentaries will require more assistance with extrinsic data.l This social-
historical study of Matthew will include some attention to the rhetoric both of
his Gospel (especially in terms of genre, forms, and narrative techniques) and of
its traditions, as well as to historical matters made relevant to a study of Matthew
by Matthew's genre (see below).

Yet our information concerning the precise social situation the First Gospel

addresses is quite limited.2 For this reason, the social situation of the earliest
traditions behind the Gospel sometimes provide more fertile ground for
exploration. Even if we cannot reconstruct the precise social situation of
Matthew or his traditions, the general social context is far more accessible for
both. Most of Matthew's traditions probably reflect the same general eastern
Mediterranean, perhaps Syrian, Jewish milieu as that in which Matthew writes.



Comparing the issues Matthew addresses with what we know of the historical
situation of Jewish-Christian relations in the late first century provides us a basic
picture of what issues he must have considered relevant for his community, but

to move too far beyond that basic picture into details is necessarily speculative.3
Given modern readers' cultural remove from the first-century eastern
Mediterranean world, however, background from the larger milieu remains
helpful even where we cannot reconstruct more precisely the details of
Matthew's particular situation.

A detailed analysis of how Matthew uses his tradition would require a full-
scale commentary devoted largely to redaction-critical concerns (like Gundry's
massive 1982 work), which is not the primary focus of this commentary. At the
same time, given the Gospel's basic genre, Matthew's literary method is
inseparable from his presuppositions as a biographer+/historian, so I will often
pause to explore historical questions behind particular Matthean sections or
pericopes, interacting to some degree with contemporary Jesus research.

Because ancient biography normally included some level of historical
intention, historical questions are relevant in evaluating the degree to which
Matthew was able to achieve the intention his genre implies. This does not
require us to demand a narrow precision regarding details, a precision foreign to

ancient literature, but to evaluate the general fidelity of substance.* (Ironically,
however, Matthew remains closer to the earliest sources than we are, so any

attempt to evaluate his success demands some humility.)> My most striking
discovery while writing this commentary was how often Matthew "re-Judaizes"
his sources, probably mostly on the basis of concrete Palestinian, Jewish-
Christian oral traditions. (This re-Judaizing is all the more noticeable in view of
Matthew's frequent abridgment of Mark.) I suspect that Matthew remains closer
to the earliest strata of tradition than has often been supposed.

The purpose of this commentary does not allow me to summarize and

interact in detail with all secondary sources on Matthean research.® At the same
time, to make this commentary as useful as possible to students who wish to
pursue their own research further, I have cited as much of the secondary

literature as is feasible where it proves most relevant.” The brevity with which I
have cited many sources does not permit the fine nuancing of detailed
interaction, nor in most cases the opportunity to list both strengths and
weaknesses of various works. Nevertheless, I have provided them for the
reader's further exploration. It should be understood that, as in most scholarly
work, disagreement with any author on a particular point does not indicate
criticism of that author's scholarship in general, nor is the reader obliged or



expected to concur with all the exegetical decisions reflected in this
commentary.

I have often chosen to include far more citations than necessary for the
point in the text because scholars and seminarians who use this commentary will
thereby have access to much more information, which they can then expand in
research articles and papers, than I could include in other than such summary
fashion. (In lecturing I prefer to illustrate my points with some concrete ancient
examples, usually the more graphic or entertaining; but here I frequently list
instead multiple references for those who may wish to investigate more sources
for themselves.) Naturally those who wish to make use of a commentary without
such documentation (like my lighter Matthew commentary for the InterVarsity
New Testament Commentary series) will generally simply ignore it. Where
possible, I have tried to provide primary sources that have not been available in
other commentaries, although in the interest of thoroughness I have also
followed other commentators at many points (noted in the commentary where
space permits); because a significant percentage of my sources do not appear in
earlier commentaries I hope that this commentary will contribute to further
research.

The focus of this commentary will lie in understanding the lessons
Matthew's Gospel may provide his first-century, predominantly Jewish-Christian
community. That is, rather than merely providing various bits of information
related to details in verses of Matthew's text, I will subsume as much of the
detailed information as possible under the larger lessons or morals found in each
of Matthew's narrative units. This attempt is somewhat more precarious and less
certain than simply placing various items within the text in their social-historical
context.

Nevertheless, looking for the text's lessons fits the genre and purpose for

which Matthew undoubtedly wrote it. Ancient narrators regularly sought to teach

morals or lessons through their narratives;2 some historians explicitly listed as

central to their purposes for writing history both the desire to praise the virtuous
and the urge to spur others to emulate them (Dion. Hal. 1.6.3-5). Others stated
that history tells about a nation's greatness and provides models one may imitate
(Livy 1, pref. 10). Understanding why events happened could allow statesmen to
use such historical accounts as precedents or models (paradeigasin — Dion.

Hal. 5.56.1),2just as early Christians (1 Cor 10:11) and other early Jews (Philo
Abr. 4) used Israelite Scripture. Some biographers and historians emphasized
moral lessons more than others, or even varied the level within their own works

according to their sources.! But among the various overlapping purposes for



biographies, praising the subject, using his life as an example, and teaching
ethics were common. Many philosophers and politicians employed historical
biographies as propaganda in apologetic or polemical situations (Burridge 1992:
80, 149-51, 185-88); official writers also tended to reflect positively on their
political or economic patrons (cf. Josephus's pro-Flavian propaganda in, e.g.,
Saulnier 1991; cf. his portrayal of pagan rulers in Feldman 1993e; 1994a).

The Gospels demonstrate features consonant with such purposes, including
the early Christian use of Jesus as a moral example (Phil 2:5; 1 Pet 2:21; 1 Jn
2:6). Matthew probably provides the clearest example of this purpose; his
"intention to provide a 'paradigm’ for discipleship is noted by many redaction

critics" (Burridge 1992: 214-15).11 Contemporary literary criticism has properly
demonstrated the limitations of endeavoring to infer the author's "intention" from
a text. At the same time, the implied author has given us enough explanations

and thematic clues throughout the narrative for us to observe his general didactic

method.12

Thus, when I infer the lessons Matthew or his tradition may have been
preaching from the stories and teachings in this Gospel, I extrapolate on the basis
of his rhetorical method to the kinds of lessons I believe Matthew would at least

affirm to be consistent with his purpose.l2 This step can help bridge the gap
between traditional exegesis and modern sermon or Bible study preparation,
which I suspect also returns more consistently to the purpose for which Matthew
recorded his Gospel (cf. 28:19). That is, when we consider the contexts in which
Matthew's exhortations find their greatest relevance, we are better positioned to
hear the true force of his exhortations. Others will undoubtedly note didactic
principles I have missed and question some of those that I think I have found;
the historical question of what the writers intended and their audiences inferred
is always more hypothetical than the much broader possibilities of what could be
inferred in any given historical context. Nevertheless, I hope that this
commentary will point readers toward further fruitful explorations of their own
into Matthew's probable didactic methods.



Relevant Social Contexts

Because we cannot locate Matthew's community or communities with absolute
certainty, reconstructing specific settings remains hypothetical. Where patterns
emerge consistently in specifically Matthean emphases, we may infer the sorts of
community needs Matthew was addressing, but the fruits of such inferences are
usually more slender than a historian would like. Reconstructing the general
milieu of the eastern Mediterranean, however, sheds much light on how
Matthew's first readers (vis-a-vis modern readers) would approach his Gospel.
Even if we knew the precise location, variables like social class and prevailing
ideologies in the particular synagogue and church communities there might
elude us, but a general knowledge of antiquity provides more of the data
Matthew and his first audience would have assumed than a purely modern
reading of the text would.

For such reasons as these, I have drawn from as wide a range of sources as

possible.1# Diverse Greek and Roman sources often attest to customs or ideas
that had long before begun to permeate society in general. No one can read
Josephus, Egyptian Jewish papyri, or many documents widely circulated among
first-century Jews (like the Wisdom of Solomon or 2 Maccabees) without
recognizing that Judaism, even Palestinian Judaism, was part of a broader
Mediterranean social world. Although sources depicting Jewish life in Syria-
Palestine may therefore be most directly helpful (especially when considering
Jesus' Galilean ministry), other sources that place that life in its broader eastern
Mediterranean context will also be helpful (especially when considering how
Matthew's audience would have understood his work). A wide variety of ancient
narratives, from distant genres like widely circulated epics of the past to nearer
ones like history and especially biography, shed light on Matthew's narrative
techniques.

None of the specific Jewish sources on which this commentary depends is
without some problems. For example, Josephus, one of my most important
sources, is early and adequately broad, but as frequently as possible he translates
native Jewish ideas into broader hellenistic categories to make them more
intelligible (and acceptable) to his milieu. (Philo carries this process still further,
and, while providing one helpful perspective on how hellenistically educated
aristocratic Jews in Alexandria could think, must be counterbalanced by other
sources closer to Jesus' usual milieu.) The Dead Sea Scrolls are early,
Palestinian, and in many respects analogous to early Christianity (although the
latter never segregated themselves physically from the larger Jewish society),
but they represent particular sectarian perspectives that do not always indicate



the sentiments of common Judaism. Rabbinic texts preserve many customs and
ideas that appear in the broader culture, but when unparalleled in other Jewish
texts must be employed with greater caution because even the earliest texts stem

from a period after their particular segment of Judaism had achieved some

measure of power, in contradistinction to the first-century situation.

Given the limitations of using any single pool of ancient data, the safest
way to reconstruct a knowledge of the general milieu in which Jesus lived, in
which Palestinian Jewish Christians transmitted the traditions, and in which
Matthew wrote, is to look for customs and ideas within the widest possible frame
of sources. Thus if thirdcentury rabbis, the Qumran sect, and a second-century
Roman novel all inadvertently attest a common practice, we may guess that
some form of this practice widely permeated ancient Mediterranean society.
Standard logic can also be helpful; whereas some later Jewish texts contain

likely Christian interpolations,1® other texts bear no signs of direct or indirect
Christian influence, suggesting that the Christian practice reflects the influence
of the Jewish custom rather than the reverse. Thus dependence on the widest
possible range of sources seems the safest method for reconstructing Matthew's
general milieu (even if not always his local situation).

Nor is the function of a given "parallel” necessarily self-evident. Parallels in
wording can represent coincidence (especially if one has large samples of
nonparallel texts in the collection from which the parallel text derives),
reflections of a common milieu, analogous function within a common milieu,

linguistic influence, allusion, deliberate contrast, or deliberate quotation.l—7 Thus,
although I sometimes simply list citations to keep the commentary to a workable
size, I usually endeavor to emphasize how they shed light on a Matthean text. At
the same time, my attention to Matthew itself has not permitted me to digress
here into questions of dating, textual problems, and so forth in each text I cite,

because of the limits of a one-volume commentary.l2 Some sources are more
valuable than others, but I have listed the broadest range of sources, trusting that

those readers who pursue further work with those sources will already have or

will acquire adequate competence in those sources.2



Questions of Interpretation

Before treating other questions, it is important to survey various methods
traditionally employed in critical works on the Gospels. A brief treatment of
these methods is relevant here because these methods inform this commentary to
some degree, although the space limitations and purpose of this work have led

me to focus especially on social-historical methods and social-historical

information less accessible to most readers of commentaries.22

Source Criticism

As nineteenth-and early twentieth-century scholars sought to test the historical

reliability of the Gospels, their attention naturally turned to source criticism.2!

Source criticism asks the question: What written sources might the author of a
Gospel have used? Scholars who study GrecoRoman literature have increasingly
recognized the weaknesses of traditional source criticism (e.g., Whittaker 1969:
Ixi-1xii), but the criteria appear somewhat more objective in Matthew, where we
probably retain evidence for at least two of Matthew's sources. Although various
source theories have come and gone, the majority of scholars today agree that
Matthew used Mark, "Q" (i.e.,, a source shared by Luke), and some other
material not employed by Mark or Luke. Scholars commonly call this view the
"Two-Source Hypothesis."

While this remains the general consensus, however, scholars are no more
unanimous on this subject than on most others. Following the older Griesbach
Hypothesis, some able scholars have made a defensible case that Mark used
Matthew rather than the reverse (e.g., Farmer 1964), and their case merits fair

consideration in modern scholarship.22 But because so much of Mark appears in
Matthew and Luke, most scholars remain convinced that Matthew and Luke both
used Mark and at least one other source they shared in common (see Senior
1983: 17-19; Davies and Allison 1988: 98-114). Consistent patterns appear in
Matthew's abbreviation of Mark (Davies and Allison 1988: 73-74),22 and
Matthew uses an eclectic text-type for his Old Testament quotations except
where he overlaps with Mark, in which case he tends to follow Mark in
employing the Septuagint (see Gundry 1975: 9-28; cf. Stanton 1993: 353-63).24
Most scholars also agree that Matthew shared with Luke another source
(e.g., Davies and Allison 1988: 115-24), which is nicknamed Q (probably from
the German Quelle, "source," which Weiss abbreviated to "Q" in 1890) for lack
of a better name (Stanton 1995a: 63). Here, too, scholarship lacks complete



unanimity. Although some write as if they are very certain about the substance
and extent of Q (e.g., Edwards 1975; Mack 1988: 84; idem 1993), most scholars
express skepticism about the degree of certainty to which it can be

reconstructed.?> Still others have debated even its existence as a conplete
document (e.g., Burkitt 1907: 123; Dodd 1961: 39; idem 1968: 70). While most
view Q as a complete document (e.g., Schweizer 1971: 124-25; Tuckett 1996: 1-
39), some envision it as purely oral tradition (e.g., Betz 1968: 22), and still
others as a composite of sources (e.g., Petrie 1959; Perry 1920: 11). Some
dispense with Q altogether, suggesting that Luke (some here add Mark) simply

used Matthew:2® this final view, however, remains a distinct (though

respectable) minority position (see Martin 1956; Grant 1965; Tuckett 1984).2Z Q
was probably also edited a number of times, and the Gospel writers probably
employed Q in various stages of its editing (cf. Koester 1982: 2:46).

But since Matthew and Luke often follow Q in the same sequence (with
Tuckett 1996: 34-39; the divergences to which Ellis 1991: 35 points are minor
and explained by Matthew's penchant for rearrangement), I concur with the most
common theory about Q: it probably represents a single prominent written
source. Although I acknowledge weaknesses in this position (and probably
interaction with continuing oral tradition at every stage of writing), this
commentary will begin from the basic Two-Source Hypothesis. Because the Q
collection was probably edited in the 40s, less than two decades after the events
it describes (Theissen 1991: 203-34, especially 220-21, 230-32; pace Mack
1988: 84), we may assume a high degree of reliability for its traditions. In
contrast to the arguments of some who radically distinguish Q from other
elements of early Christianity, its theology resembles that of other early
Christian documents (see, e.g., Meadors 1992; Keener 1995; for future
eschatology, see Tuckett 1996: 139-63).

Because Matthew follows Mark and Q closely (by ancient literary
standards) where we can check him, the assumption held by many scholars that
he simply invents material where we cannot check him (traditionally loosely
called "M" material, though no longer held to represent a single source) appears

to be simply imagination run amuck.22 His basically conservative editing at most
points will impress one if one begins with neither a thoroughgoing skepticism
nor a naive fundamentalism, but the standards of ancient texts in general. As
Witherington puts it (1994: 214), Matthew

takes over more than 90% of his Markan source (606 out of 661 Markan verses), while Luke takes
over only a little over 50%. The difference in degree of word for word appropriation of Mark in the
pericopes and sayings that Matthew and Luke take over is minimal. Luke uses about 53% of Mark's



exact words in the material culled from that source, while the First Evangelist uses about 51% of
Mark's exact words of the 606 verses he appropriates. This means that Luke and the First Evangelist
are about equally likely to preserve the exact wording of their source, and they do so about half the
time.

So "conservative" is Matthew's editing by ancient standards that Witherington
suspects that Matthew "very likely saw himself as primarily an editor or

redactor, not an author" (1994: 343).22 Even if this suggestion overstates the case
(Matthew edited his Gospel so tightly that it surely functions as a unified whole),
many changes that Matthew makes in some of his sources depend on

information his other sources supply.2® Thus Matthew sometimes "corrects"
ambiguities in Mark (e.g., Mt 12:3-4//Mk 2:25-26; Mt 3:3//Mk 1:2-3; Mt 14:1/
Mk 6:14); sometimes he re-Judaizes his language ("kingdom of heavenGod"; Mt
19:3, 9//Mk 10:2, 11-12); and at least on some occasions he makes his changes
because of early tradition older than Mark (Mt 12:28//Lk 11:20; missing in Mk
3:23-29).

At the same time, Matthew's relative conservatism need not render all his
sources of equal historical worth; and where the sources were oral, Matthew

may have exercised greater freedom in their retelling.2l At any rate, Matthew's
community certainly had other Palestinian traditions besides Mark and Q, and
these traditions had undoubtedly been interacting with Mark and Q long before

he wrote his Gospel (Meier in Brown and Meier 198 3 : 55).22 From the earliest
period, Mediterranean storytellers regularly drew on a much larger body of oral
traditions; for example, though countless allusions in Homer (e.g., Od. 12.69-72)
were developed later, they are often so incomplete by themselves that it is clear
that Homer alludes to commonly known fuller stories that he does not record.

Form Criticism

Because the early Christians told and retold the stories about Jesus orally before
writing Gospels, scholars also began to ask about the way the early Christians
transmitted them, and developed form criticism (see, e.g., Duling and Perrin
1994: 16-20; Carson, Moo, and Morris 1992: 21-25). Many form critics noted
that Jesus used teaching forms popular among his contemporaries (such as
parables and witty sayings), and that early Christians transmitted Jesus' sayings
and deeds in forms used by other biographers and storytellers of their day. Some
form critics started with skeptical presuppositions and consequently produced
studies with predictably skeptical conclusions (e.g., Bultmann 1968); others
started with less skeptical premises and produced more favorable conclusions



(e.g., Dibelius 1971; Jeremias 1971; Taylor 1935).

The conclusions differed in part because of the varying premises with
which different scholars started, and in part because flaws existed in the standard
methodology (see Sanders 1969). Some criteria for authenticity that form critics
developed were, however, reasonable; for instance, a saying of Jesus attested in
a variety of independent sources or which would not have been made up by the
later church was probably authentic. At the same time, although these criteria
could logically help to verify traditions, they could not logically help to falsify
them; one could hardly assume that a saying of Jesus preserved only once or that
his followers agreed with must be inauthentic! In other words, the best criteria of
form criticism work much better to demonstrate the reliability of the Gospels
than to argue the reverse (see France 1976).

The abuse of these criteria has led to pure speculation grounded only in
preexisting theories about the development of early Christianity (so Wright
1992a: 341-42). In a post-Schweitzer period of skepticism about the historical
Jesus, Bultmann and many other New Testament scholars focused on the early
communities that transmitted reports about Jesus, which they thought might
prove more fruitful historically. But this approach has proved ironic, for we
know far less about the earliest transmitting communities than we know about

the historical Jesus (Wright 1992a: 342).33
Redaction Criticism

While source and form criticism were sometimes helpful in understanding the
nature of Jesus' teachings and the way the Gospels are written, scholars asked
these questions mainly to test the Gospel stories' reliability, not to understand the
Gospels' message. Inevitably scholars began to ask, "Given that Matthew used
Mark and Q, why does Matthew edit Mark and Q the way he does? What is
Matthew's point?" This question became the focus of the editorial critics,

generally called redaction critics.24

More sober controls eventually checked the early excesses of some
redaction critics. Some early redaction critics assumed that any material
Matthew or Luke added to their main sources was not historical; this view
stemmed not from the method, however, but from some unlikely
presuppositions, namely, that Matthew and Luke had no other information
available except in Mark and Q, and that editing a source for literary style or

theological emphasis renders one's information unhistorical.22 The probable
presence of substantial traditional material in Matthew besides Mark and Q



weakens the premises of stylistic analysis (Jones 1995: 13-14).2% Further,
characteristic diction or style does not make elements ahistorical (see Payne
1983: 209); indeed, writers could openly acknowledge their stylistic redaction of
earlier sources even for purely aesthetic reasons (Phaedrus 2, prol. 8-12). Current
scholarship thus practices its redaction criticism more carefully, though it would
be a mistake to abandon the method's insights altogether (Stanton 1993: 23).

Other redaction critics focused on the Gospel writers' theology, preferring
more conservative historical conclusions or leaving historical questions aside
(e.g., Marshall 1970; Martin 1972; cf. Osborne 1991: 169-70). By focusing on
how Matthew consistently edits his sources, one can observe some of his
emphases, which in turn helps one interpret more obscure passages in light of his
whole Gospel (cf., e.g., Gundry 1982: 624-25). This tool can provide checks on
scholarly imagination concerning Matthew's emphases (Jones 1995: 33). The
Gospel writers' contemporaries, such as Josephus, noticeably exercised a degree
of both freedom and fidelity in their handling of biblical history (see, e.g., Begg
1996), and one would expect the Gospels to represent the same mixture, albeit
not necessarily in the same degree of each. Luther apparently considered concern
over divergences among the sources on points of detail a pedantic exercise
(Stanton 1995a: 8); modern historians of the period regularly mine various
ancient historians for data despite divergences among them (e.g., Whittaker
1969: xlv-lii).

Although 1 have exercised severe restraint in making redactional
observations due to this commentary's focus and length and the potentially
competing literary or theological explanations for most changes Matthew makes
in his sources, one important social-rhetorical pattern has emerged. Where
possible, Matthew has made Mark's Jesus "more Jewish." That is, where Mark
adapted Jesus to a broader (more "universal") GrecoRoman audience, Matthew
has consistently re-Judaized Jesus. In some cases, Matthew may have been
following the rhetorical practices of speech-in-character and historical

verisimilitude,2Z making Jesus fit what was known about him in general (e.g., as
a Jewish teacher, he should have introduced parables with the sorts of formulas
used by Jewish teachers; he may have used "kingdom of heaven"); and, given
Matthew's proximity to Jesus' situation, his guesses are more apt to be correct
than ours. In other cases, however, I am reasonably sure that Matthew has re-
Judaized Jesus based on solid traditions available to him. Some of these may be
more Palestinian (e.g., 27:51-53) but not necessarily more historical than Mark
(so Brown 1994: 59-60); others may actually represent the original oral
traditions behind Mark or some other materials shared with Luke. Thus the



Didache regularly cites some of this pre-Matthean tradition, sometimes material
attested nowhere else but in Matthew (e.g., Blomberg 1995: 42; cf. Draper
1984).38

Such revision should not surprise us; Matthew elsewhere "corrects" Mark's
adaptations for Gentile readers to accord better with historical data available to
him (see especially Theissen 1991: 88n.70, who concludes that Matthew here
improves Mark's historical accuracy). Matthew and Luke occasionally add the
same material from oral tradition or from Q where Mark has omitted something
(e.g., Mt 12:28//Lk 11:20), further indicating Matthew's readiness to adapt Mark
on the basis of prior tradition. At times Matthew also demonstrates a more
sensitive understanding of Palestinian Jewish nuances than Luke or his tradition
(Vermes 1993: 153-54; cf., e.g., Mt 19:3//Mk 10:2) or at least a more sensitive
understanding of how his Jewish audience would be able to hear Jesus' original
message as he has reconstructed it. (Omission of Mark's Aramaic might be for
purely stylistic reasons, since some Roman teachers similarly often disapproved
of including foreign terms in a Latin composition, e.g., [Virgil] Catalepton
1.)Vermes is thus correct to argue that Matthew has preserved much of the
special Jewish coloring of Jesus, which fits with our picture of Jesus in
undeniably authentic traditions (1993: 17-19).

At the same time, Matthew also fills the story of Jesus with fresh insights,
interpreting the Jesus tradition with an abundance of intentional overt and covert
biblical allusions (Allison 1993b: 139) that should have been intelligible to his
Jewish audience (cf. Vermes 1993: 186). His explicit fulfillment quotations
derive from whole sections of the Old Testament that early Christians had
already applied to Jesus (Gundry 1975: 205-8), perhaps on principles drawn
from Jesus' own teaching (Gundry 1975: 213-14; cf. Lk 24:25-27, 44-47).
Matthew often builds on a typological scheme, recognizing analogies in God's
work in history (see Longenecker 1975: 141-42). Nevertheless, it is more likely
that Matthew generally finds such analogies already present in his tradition than
that he creates them simply to fulfill the Old Testament; otherwise we would
have to expect far more new fulfillment material than we in fact have, with far
less of it beyond the special Matthean material overlapping with Mark and Luke.
We would also expect his narratives to conform more closely to the citations and
expect Matthew to have chosen more obvious citations (see comment on the
infancy narratives).

Contemporary Literary Criticism

Because redaction criticism's focus was in locating the Gospel writers' emphasis,



redaction-critical questions naturally led to a new set of questions that were more
concerned with the points the Gospel writers sought to convey than with their
historical accuracy or attempts to reconstruct a history of tradition behind an
extant text. The 1970s began to expose more of the weaknesses of traditional
redactional assumptions (e.g., that all changes were theologically motivated and
that what writers change is more significant than what they retain), paving the
way for a more wholistic interpretation of each Gospel (see Spencer 1993: 385-
86; cf. Jones 1995: 7-16). Scholarship also increasingly recognized that the
traditional redactional attempt to explain every emphasis in the Gospel by
reconstructing hypothetical external referents represented simply a new form of

allegorization (Anderson 1996: 248; Watson 1998).32
Redaction criticism thus gave way to "composition criticism," which
examines themes that run through each Gospel and asks, "What does this Gospel

mean as a whole?"% (Earlier formalist literary critics like T. S. Eliot and C. S.
Lewis emphasized discovering meaning from the text itself rather than from
something extrinsic to it; unfortunately, Gospels scholarship had remained
decades behind trends in literary criticism in general.) Narrative criticism adds
characterization, plot, and perspective (matters that also concerned ancient
readers, e.g., Arist. Poetics 15, 1454a) to the thematic pursuits of composition
criticism (Powell 1992; Bauer and Powell 1996: 9-10).

More recent literary approaches such as structuralism and reader-response
criticism have approached texts for their transcultural literary themes or to

examine how current readers in various interpretive communities interpret

texts. L Although various forms of literary criticism adopt different

methodologies, they all point beyond layers of tradition behind the text, whether
to the text itself (as in the older formalism) or to the act of reading the text from
various social locations or interpretive frameworks (as in various reader-
response orientations). In contrast to some modern literary critics, Matthean
scholars usually embrace the various interpretive strategies as complementary
rather than contradictory (Bauer and Powell 1996: 25).

But though literary questions are essential, not all literary approaches are
equally helpful for a given purpose. My aim is to reconstruct as well as possible
what Matthew endeavored to communicate to his readers in their shared
historical and social context (which, on almost all views, is at least one
important goal in interpretation — see Allison 1993b: 3; Ashton 1991: 113).
Focusing on this approach is not intended to devalue other approaches that
remain outside this focus. Thus, for example, as helpful as hearing a text from a
first-time reader's perspective may be, it was probably not the dominant reading



experienced in the earliest Christian communities. Matthew's audience probably
knew Mark, and probably listened to Matthew in segments (Stanton 1993: 76),
and Matthew probably expected his audience to hear his Gospel more than once.
Reading Matthew as a narrative whole, however, is fully in keeping with his
Gospel's biographical genre (Burridge 1998: 127).

Social-Historical and Sociological Interpretation

Although the extant evidence is incomplete, it is adequate to allow us to
reconstruct a general first-century Mediterranean setting more relevant to the
original constructions of Matthew than are our own contemporary settings,
which we might otherwise presuppose. Asking social-historical questions is
therefore essential, provided we acknowledge the requisite limitations imposed
by incomplete knowledge of some matters.

This commentary involves less application of more direct social-sciences
approaches, however, except in interacting with works that employ them as their
primary method. Such approaches can be quite helpful in reconstructing the
social context by extrapolation (often on the basis of cultures with some social
patterns more like the culture we study than our own is) where our evidence is
limited. Nevertheless, the assurance of modern interpreters’ conclusions must
remain constrained to some degree by the limitations of our data. Current
sociological and anthropological scholarship emphasizes that models must
function heuristically, and be adjusted or discarded where they do not fit the hard

data.2 In all cases, then, I will give preference to hard data from archaeological
or literary sources over extrapolations from models or generalized cultural
patterns, helpful as the latter can sometimes be.

Above all, Matthew invites his audience to hear the Gospel in the context of
the early Christian message: his central discourse is emphatic that only those
who press close as persistent disciples of the kingdom can truly understand the
message of the kingdom (13:11-23). Matthew's Jewish-Christian community,
rooted both in the new message of the kingdom and the broader context of
Israel's ancient kingdom story (13:52), held a special advantage.



Matthew as Biography

Readers approach different works with different expectations, which affect the
meanings they construct on those texts (see Shuler 1982: 25-28; Hirsch 1967:
68-126). Expectations also affected the way ancient readers approached works,
and many ancients no less than contemporary literary theorists recognized this
principle. Thus ancient writers distinguished literary forms from one another
(Theon Progymn. 2.5-33), and on a larger level one genre from another (see
Burridge 1992: 27-29, 34), though then, as today, writers in practice mixed
categories (Burridge 1992: 56-57, 61; Aune 1981: 10-11, 48; idem 1987: 83).
What kinds of questions would ancient readers expect a work like Matthew
to answer? Scholars have offered various proposals concerning the genre into
which a Gospel like Matthew falls. Some writers have said that the Gospels are
"unique" (e.g., Hennecke 1963: 1:80; Riesenfeld 1970: 2), but in whatever sense
this description might be true (cf. Jones 1995: 43, 169; Guelich 1991), it is not
very helpful in informing us how the first readers would have approached

them.?3 Indeed, while the Gospels are in some sense distinct from other kinds of
narrative, they are also distinct from each other (Marxsen 1969: 150). K. L.
Schmidt's view that the Gospels are popular or "folk literature" of the lower
classes (Schmidt 1923; also, e.g., Kiimmel 1965: 37) is equally unhelpful and at
the same time inaccurate. Schmidt's "high" literature actually influenced "folk"
literature, rendering clear-cut distinctions questionable (Burridge 1992: 11, 153;
Aune 1987: 12, 63; Downing 1988c). Further, the Gospels themselves vary in
levels of audience expectation (e.g., Luke is far more conscious of
considerations of classical style than Mark — Koester 1982: 1:108). Finally,
biographies appear at both ends of the continuum (Tacitus' s Agricola versus the
popular Life of Aesop).

Readers throughout most of history understood the Gospels as biographies
(Stanton 1989a: 15-17), but after 1915 scholars tried to find some other
classification for them, mainly because these scholars compared ancient and
modern biography and noticed that the Gospels differed from the latter (Talbert

1977: 2-3; cf. Mack 1988: 16n.6).#* The current trend, however, is again to

recognize the Gospels as ancient biographies.#> The most complete statement of
the question to date comes from a Cambridge monograph by Richard A.
Burridge. After carefully defining the criteria for evaluating genre (1992: 109-
27) and establishing the characteristic features of GrecoRoman "lives" (128-90),
he demonstrates how the canonical Gospels fit this genre (191-239). The trend to
regard the Gospels as ancient biography is currently strong enough for British



Matthew scholar Graham Stanton to characterize the skepticism of Bultmann
and others about the biographical character of the Gospels as "surprisingly

inaccurate" (1993: 63; idem 1995: 137)%6

Ancient biographers did not write the way modern biographers do; they
could start in the subject's adulthood (so Mark or Life of Aesop)-, they also had
the freedom to rearrange their material topically rather than in chronological
sequence (4 Macc 12:7; Aune 1987: 31-32; Stanton 1974: 119-21). Further, like
other writers they could expand or abridge accounts freely (2 Macc 2:24-25;

Theon Progymn. 3.224-40; 4.37-42, 80-82).# Thus Matthew often abridges

Mark, probably sometimes because of considerations of length.#8 Historians
likewise wrote history differently than most historians do today. Where
biographers and historians lacked access to definite historical sources, they
simply tried to construct as reasonable an account as they could (Plut. Theseus
1.3; Aune 1987: 83). Nevertheless, it appears that even more frequently ancient
writers, like modern ones, cited the divergent sources, sometimes preferring one
source but at other times leaving the decision to the reader (Diog. Laert. 1.23;
6.113; 8.2.67-72; Paus. 2.5.5; 2.26.3-7; Plut. Lycurgus 1.1; Diod. Sic. 5.70.1;
Dion. Hal. 1.84.4; 1.87.4; 3.35.1-4; 8.79.1; Suet. Tib. 5; Appian R.H. 11.9.56;
12.1.1; Livy 9.44.6; 23.19.17; 25.11.20; 25.17.1-6; 42.11.1; Arrian Alex. 1, pref.
1-3; 3.3.6; 4.9.2-3; 4.14.1-4; 5.3.1; 5.14.4; 6.2.4; 7.14.2; 7.27.1-3; Corn. Nep. 7
[Alcibiades], 11.1; 9 [Conon], 5.4; Herodian 7.9.4; 7.9.9; Contest of Homer and
Hesiod 323; Parthenius L.R. 11.1-3; 14.5; p. Sota 9:13, §2). (That the Gospels do
not list divergent sources may result from the recentness of the events they
narrate, which have not yet generated such widely divergent traditions in the
apostolic circle. This observation would be consistent with works reporting
relatively recent events.) But though such historians did not always write the
way we write history today, they were clearly concerned to write history as well
as their resources allowed (Jos. Ant. 20.156-57; Arist. Poetics 9.2-3, 1451b;

Diod. Sic. 21.17.1; Dion. Hal. 1.1.2-4; 1.2.1; 1.4.2; cf. Mosley 1965).42
Although the historical accuracy of biographers varied from one biographer
to another, biographers intended biographies to be essentially historical works

(see Aune 1988: 125; Witherington 1994: 339; cf. Polyb. 8.8).22 Although the
biographical genre differs from that of history, shared interests between them
allow us some comparisons. Historians sought to make their accounts interesting

(2 Macc 2:24-25; Aune 1987: 80, 95) and had specific emphases in writing,>!
but these practices do not oppose historical interest.22 Biographers shared some

common interests with historians, though they focused more on the virtues of
their chosen protagonists and generally intended their works for less technical



audiences (Corn. Nep. 16 [Pelopidas], 1.1). Historians focused on events rather
than persons (Lucian How to Write History 7), but even historians distinguished
"history" from mere "chronicles" by the way one selected and arranged the
material (Lucian History 4-6).

Yet to what extent their historical interest determined their historical
accuracy varies from one writer to the next, depending on how they used their
sources. Chronological distance from the events they report inevitably affected
writers. Whereas biographers like Plutarch and Livy spice up their accounts and
often depend on ancient legends, biographers like Tacitus and Suetonius are

much more accurate and depend on information closer to their own time.23 Many
are freely skeptical of some earlier accounts (Diod. Sic. 1.6.2; 1.9.2; 4.8.4; Dion.
Hal. 1.39.1; 1.41.1; Livy 6.1.2; 7.6.6; Arrian Alex. 4.28.1-2; Jos. Apion 1.15,58;
some, like Hesiod W.D. 158-60, 165; Arrian Alex. 5.1.2, allow for a supernatural
element) but have a higher standard for the more recent period (Diod. Sic. 4.8.3;
Livy 6.1.3), especially while eyewitnesses remain alive (Jos. Life 359-66; Apion

1.50).24 Some report their sources but urge the reader to employ discretion in
evaluating them (Livy 4.29.5-6; 23.47.8), evaluate the historical probability of
their sources (Arrian Alex. 3.3.6), determine the historically probable nucleus of
their sources (e.g., Livy 3.8.10), explain legendary material on rationalistic
grounds (Arrian Alex. 2.16.6), or simply admit that they do not know how
something happened (Sail. Jug. 67.