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FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“Of course, the Gospels were written a long time –- after Jesus’ death, up to one hundred years later -  so they are not really reliable accounts of his life.”


This is the sort of ill-informed but widespread opinion common among atheists and agnostics

It results from the liberal and rationalist critiques of the New Testament, dating from 1800 onwards.


Sounder scholarship informs us that the latest of the four Gospels, St John, was probably written 95-100 AD, with perhaps a final editing up to a few years later.  The Rylands Library in Manchester houses the earliest papyrus fragment of any Gospel anywhere in the world. It is a couple of verses of John 18, discovered in Egypt, and dated to 120-130 AD.


Would we dare to claim that “recent accounts of World War II are of course highly inaccurate because they are written at least fifty years after the events described”? I doubt it. The time interval between the Synoptic Gospels and the events they describe was also fifty years.

Elderly eye-witnesses were still alive. Many accounts of Jesus’ deeds had circulated, in the highly accurate Jewish oral culture, not in written medium. Now was the time to harmonise them, and set them down on parchment as a definitive written record for the use of future generations.


The Gospel of St Matthew provides our Lectionary readings during this Year A of the Liturgical Cycle. Some background may help our understanding.


The authorship and date of this Gospel have aroused many academic disputes. Was not the author Matthew (Levi) the tax collector, once a collaborator with the Romans, called by Jesus to become an apostle? – the extortioner and Quisling redeemed. Just as we know Luke was St Paul’s friend and “beloved physician,” and Mark was another of Paul’s co-workers, who became St Peter’s amanuensis, while John was the “beloved disciple” of Jesus Himself.


Yes, but . . . the bishop Papias of Hierapolis - not always a reliable witness - reported c.120 AD: “Matthew compiled the sayings (logia) in the Hebrew language, and everyone translated them as well as he could.”


Unfortunately, this Hebrew original is lost. Our Greek “Gospel according to Matthew” appears to be synthesized out of a re-editing of St Mark, some material shared in common with Luke, and some original and unique material.


If the author was the apostle Matthew, an eye-witness to Jesus’ mission, why would he be copying the account of St Mark, neither an apostle nor an eye-witness? 


Massed reams of doctoral theses have been penned upon these questions in German Protestant Universities. There is still no clear answer, but ever deeper complication. Perhaps Matthew’s original Hebrew memoirs (the logia) were translated, added to, and reworked in subsequent decades, by the Apostle or by his circle of disciples.


As Catholics, we accept this Gospel because the early Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, approved it. It tells us “the honest truth about Jesus”. . “synthesized or explained with an eye to the situation of the churches.” (Vatican II, Dei Verbum 19)

“Matthew’s Gospel” is by far the most Jewish of the four Gospels. It was probably completed c.80-85 AD, and is aimed at Jewish Christians in Palestine, or possibly Syria. Matthew uses Hebrew terms without any explanation, whereas the other Evangelists, writing for Greek or Roman Christians, usually translate or explain them.

After the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD, the Jewish rabbis held a synod at Jamnia (Yavneh) between 75-90 AD. Here they laid the foundations for a new form of Judaism without the Temple cult. They defined the Hebrew canon of scripture, and they expelled all followers of Jesus the Nazarene from their synagogues.

Certain sections of Matthew’s Gospel appear to be a polemic against these scribes and Pharisees, who have refused to recognise Jesus as the Messiah e.g. the “Woes” of ch.23.

In contrast to Luke, Matthew begins his Gospel of “Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham” with a genealogy starting from Abraham, father of the Jewish people. He wants to prove Jesus is the Jewish Messiah, long hoped for by Israel. Luke’s genealogy appears later, in ch.3, and begins from Adam, the father of the entire human race, to show that Christ’s salvation is for all humanity.

Matthew’s Gospel makes extensive use of Old Testament prophecy. Repeatedly he inserts: “This happened to fulfil what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet . . .  In this Sunday’s Gospel, 4:13-23, Jesus leaves Nazareth and settles in Capernaum by the Sea of Galilee. Matthew does not miss a chance to declare that this fulfils an obscure saying of Isaiah:

“Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, way of the sea on the far side of Jordan, Galilee of the nations, the people dwelling in darkness has seen a great light . .”

On Palm Sunday, Matthew describes Jesus riding into Jerusalem on “an ass and a colt” simultaneously, an athletic feat to fulfil to the letter a verse of Zechariah.


This rabbinical mentality is typical of Matthew’s Gospel. Whether it stemmed from the tax-collector Matthew, on the very fringes of Jewish society, is indeed a moot point. Nevertheless, a man can re-educate himself when he discovers a great cause.

The overall structure of Matthew’s Gospel is significant. Rather than the narrative miscellany of St Mark, the author of Matthew has grouped together Jesus’ teachings separately from his healings and actions. He has arranged his text into alternating sections of teaching discourse and narrative. Thus we have five small “books” of the Lord’s teachings: 

Chapters 5-7    Sermon on the Mount

10 Missionary Discourse

13 Parables of the Kingdom

18 Discourse on the life of the Community

          23-25     Woes and the Eschatological Discourse.

Is it mere coincidence that Moses was believed to have written the five books of the Torah, the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Deuteronomy, Leviticus, Numbers), and that now  Jesus’ teaching is similarly organised into five books, like a new Torah? 

Moses gave us the Old Law, now Jesus is the Giver of the New Law. He is the New Moses, the Teacher par excellence, besides the fulfilment of all the prophecies. The way to salvation is through living the moral law, not the old ritual law. 

This moral perfection is laid down most clearly in the Beatitudes and the Sermon on the Mount. Justice, or righteousness, is the prime requirement for anyone who desires to inherit the Kingdom.


The central theme of Jesus’ preaching is “the Kingdom of Heaven.” Matthew uses this phrase instead of “the Kingdom of God,” to avoid ruffling Jewish sensitivities about use of the name of Yahweh. One inherits this Kingdom by living a certain moral way of life: in becoming one of the “faithful servants” or “wise bridesmaids” of the parables, ever ready for the Master’s arrival.


Matthew is the only Gospel-writer to mention explicitly the Church, the ekklesia, the assembly of those called out (16:18 and 18:18), built upon the Rock, Peter, and strengthened against the powers of Hell.


Matthew presents Jesus as Son of God, Son of David and Son of Man. At the start of the Gospel, He is born as Emmanuel, God-with-us. At the very end (28:20) He promises His Apostles: “Behold I am with you always until the end of time.” Jesus is God-with-us, the Divine Presence in our midst, the new and everlasting Covenant.


Jesus is revealed as the Son of God at key moments of the Gospel: at His baptism, at Peter’s confession of faith and the founding of the Church at Caesarea Philippi, at the Transfiguration, at His trial and upon the Cross – both in the mockery of the priests, and by the faith of the centurion: “Truly this one is the Son of God.”

Eleven times Jesus is addressed as Son of David, by implication a new Solomon, a great King endowed with divine wisdom.

Most frequently (31 times) Jesus refers to himself as “Son of Man” – a title shrouded in mystery. It can mean simply a man, or the archetypal man. But Jesus infused the phrase with his own meaning: a man who is to suffer, but will return in judgement, like the apocalyptic figure of Daniel 7:14: “Behold I saw one like a son of man coming upon the clouds of heaven. He was led into the presence of the Ancient of Days, and on him were bestowed sovereignty, power and might . . .”

The Gospel author is well described in 13:52:  “Therefore every scribe who has become a disciple for the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings out of his treasury things both old and new.” He has given us the message which is preached to the ends of the earth, and to the end of time.

A more comprehensive, up-to-date guide to St Matthew’s Gospel can be found in the current issue of Faith Magazine, by Fr Luiz Ruscillo.

Some past Credo articles can be found on Fr Marsden’s  parish website at www.stjosephs-anderton.com. 

