Matthew Bible Study Notes

Matthew 1:1-17;
v1:1 – Word is literally “Genesis” - are we to think of this a new act of Creation, a new beginning by God? Is this the beginning of Jesus or is it a beginning – a new Genesis – wrought by or in Jesus? The genealogy is an act of Creation – that is to say, God has been acting creatively in the period from Abraham to Jesus; God has never ceased to create!

Genealogy – this is theology not history, or it’s history as theology. A little fast and loose with the facts to make it fit a pattern, make a statement. 14/14/14 – orderly, planned.

V1:1-1:6 – mercy – ascent from Abraham to David. Surprise – women not men, and women not considered “respectable” either – Tamar had to be tricksy to get her rights, Rahab the prostitute who helped the Israelites, Ruth the aggressive outsider. God acts through unlikely people.

V1:6-1:11 – judgment – decline to the Exile - leaving bad kings out or replacing them with Psalmists and prophets (Asaph and Amos).

V1:12-17 – promise – ascent to Jesus the Messiah – missing a generation unless it’s God “generating” the divine Christ alongside the human Jesus. Note “Joseph the husband of Mary of whom Jesus was born” - irregular but according to Jewish law and custom adoptive sons were fully sons.

Matthew 1:18-25;
v1:18 – again, “Genesis”
The Holy Spirit brought life to the Earth in Genesis, and is also the source of this new Genesis.
The Holy Spirit brings Jesus into people’s lives – into Mary, now into us.
If God brings Jesus into our human lives, then Jesus brings God into our lives; Jesus is the activity of God, the presence of God.

V1:18b – Mary’s pregnancy is humiliating to Joseph. When the Spirit brings Jesus into history, good people’s sense of decency is often violated.

V1:19 – while surrounding cultures may have had traditions of the virgin birth of heroes, traditional Hebrew expectations of the Messiah did not. What does it mean that Matthew relates a birth that embarrasses both Mary and Joseph (Mark does not relate this story, and John does not emphasize it)? Perhaps it shows us that God’s righteousness is not our righteousness.

V1:19 - most interpreters assume Joseph was angry and/or embarrassed – but some Catholic interpreters suggest he was instead awed / afraid of what God had done in Mary.

V1:20 – Jesus’ virgin birth is not explicitly mentioned outside of Matthew and Luke (written near the end of the First Century). Other parts of the New Testament were written earlier. What does this mean for the historical-factual accuracy of the claim? More importantly, how relevant is its historical-factual accuracy to your faith?

V1:21 – Jesus’ cross and resurrection may save people from the power of sin, but his moral teachings also save people from (teach them to avoid) their more specific sins.

V1:24 – Even if Jesus was conceived by God’s action, and this fact is revealed by dreams sent by God, the action of God invites a human response.


Matthew 2:1-12 & 13-23

One commentator sees in "the Christmas stories a Gospel in miniature." Christ is revealed in Chapter 1 and people respond in Chapter 2. The Magi respond in faith; Herod and his court in unfaith. The outsiders (Gentiles) come to faith while the insiders (nominally Jews) reject faith. Broadly speaking, this was the experience of the early Church also.

Matthew 2:1 - As foreigners who encouraged people to look to stars and other signs for guidance, instead of to God and the Scriptures, official Israelite religion would have been hostile to the magi.

Matthew 2:3 - Jerusalem had good reason to be concerned; Herod was notorious for using paranoid violence to protect his throne.

Matthew 2:5 – Reference to Micah 5:2 and 2 Sam 5:2. The magi are led to Jerusalem by the star, and then to Jerusalem by the scriptures. Is there a commentary here on the various sources by which God is revealed?

Matthew 2:17-18 - Reference to Jeremiah 31:15, in which Jeremiah envisions the matriarch Rachel weeping over the exile of her children Israel to Assyria and Babylon in 722-721 and 597-587 BC. This latest tragic event recalls and stands in the tradition of events in Israel's past: they are all part of the same people and the same history, all times and places in which God has been at work despite human violence.

Matthew 3

Matthew - 3:1 John's clothing and area of operation recall the prophet Elijah, who did not die a natural death and who was expected to return before "the day of the Lord."

Matthew 3:2 - "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near." Jesus' and John's core messages are more similar in Matthew than in Mark (see Matthew 4:17; compare Mark 1:4).

Matthew 3:7 - Pharisees were a group that rigorously applied the Law of Moses (i.e. the directions for life found in the Torah or first 5 books of the Bible) to everyday living. They are Jesus' primary opponents in Matthew, especially in Galilee, but historically were active towards the latter part of the first century - i.e. after the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD. The Sadducees were a group of Jerusalem aristocrats, usually also priests. They were mutually hostile to the Pharisees, with whom they disagreed about various theological points, notable among them the resurrection or lack thereof.

Matthew 3:11 - "He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire" - fulfilled on the Day of Pentecost.

Matthew 3:17 - "My son" - The Davidic dynasty of Israel were also referred to as sons of God. See, for example, Psalm 2:7.



Matthew 4

Matthew 4:1 - The Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted. Does the Spirit lead us into temptation? Why?
Recall Moses spending 40 days on the mountain with God; Elijah traveling 40 days to the mountain to speak with God; Israel wandering and being formed and tested in the desert for 40 years.
In Job, "the Satan" was more of a job description: a prosecuting attorney or investigator. Does this still seem like the same character?

Matthew 4:3 - Recall God feeding the Israelites with manna in the wilderness.

Matthew 4:4 - Quotes Deuteronomy 8:3.

Matthew 4:6 - Quotes Psalm 91:11-12. Even Satan / the Devil can quote scripture.

Matthew 4:7 - Quotes Deuteronomy 6:16.

Matthew 4:10 - Quotes Deuteronomy 6:13.

Matthew 4:11 - Jesus is fed by angels, like Elijah in a similar situation (1 Kings 19:5-8).

Matthew 4:17 - "From that time" marks the beginning of a new section in Matthew's gospel. Jesus' message echoes John's. "Kingdom of Heaven" may be a euphemism for "Kingdom of God." Devout Jews avoid saying the name of God.

Matthew 4:18 - Peter (Petras) means "Rock." See Matthew 16:17.

Matthew 4:18-22 - The immediacy of the disciples' response contrasts favourably with the delayed response of would-be followers later (see Chapter 8).

Matthew 5

Matthew 5:1-11 - The Sermon on the Mount. Compare Luke's version, Luke 6:20-26. Matthew and Luke seem to draw from the same source material but employ it differently. Does Matthew 'soften' Jesus' words by making them more universal and more spiritual? For example, "Blessed are the poor in spirit" versus "Bless are you who are poor"? (Worldly wealth is criticized in Matthew 6:19 though). What impression does the difference make on you?

Matthew 5:1 - Rabbis sat down to teach. Is Jesus also a Moses figure? Moses received the Law on a mountain, and Herod's massacre of the infants recalls Pharaoh's similar massacre of Hebrew infants. Is Jesus here commenting on and refining the Law of Moses?

Matthew 5:8 - One may hear God in the Bible, but to see God is very rare. Even Moses sees only God's back.

Matthew 5:13 - Salt is not only a seasoning that can make food taste better and cover the taste of food that has gone off, but "Its preservative powers made it [also] an absolute necessity of life and a virtual synonym for essential life-giving forces and, not surprsingly, endowed it with religious significance...salt was used to season incense (Exodus 30:35) and all offerings had to be seasoned with salt (Leviticus 2:13; Ezekiel 43:24)." [HarperCollins Bible Dictionary, 959]

Matthew 5:17 - What does it mean to fulfill the law and the prophets (the first two sections of the Hebrew Bible)? Does it mean to reinforce / intensify their commandments, to live out all the predictions, or something else?

Matthew 5:19-20 - Least in the kingdom of heaven: do you read this as judgment or mercy? Is it good news that even if you can't measure up to Jesus' standards, you can still find a place?

Matthew 5:21-48 - Jesus demonstrates what righteousness "exceeding that of the Scribes and Pharisees" means.

Matthew 5:21-26 - Does or should this influence the way we design or understand worship? Is this a call to live differently than the surrounding community? How might Christians be called to live out this  text today?

Matthew 5:27-30 - Obviously a male perspective. Should exactly the same apply to women? Is there a more important command for women in relationships? Why? If Jesus is exaggerating here, how would you sum up his point in one sentence?

Matthew 5:31-32 - The law of Moses (Deuteronomy 24) allows a man to divorce his wife but rabbis were divided on what grounds were permissible. Jesus here seems to draw a distinction between what is legal and what is right.

Matthew 5:38-42 - This law limited revenge to proportional means: no more than and eye for an eye, etc. but Jesus encourages a different way. Walter Wink ("Jesus' Third Way") has written a fascinating discussion of turning the other cheek etc. as nonviolent resistance to Roman occupation and mistreatment by superiors. In its social context, each response is intended to shame the abuser into ceasing their behaviour.

Matthew 6

Matthew 6:2 - Alms (charitable gifts) were given in synagogues on the Sabbath.

Matthew 6:6 - Adult Israelite males were expected to pray morning and evening in the direction of Jerusalem, and before and after meals.

Matthew 6:9-13 - Compare Luke 11:-4. Matthew may have added to the original prayer, since his version is longer. Also compare Matthew's debts vs. Luke's sins. "For the kingdom, the power...etc." is added in less reliable manuscripts, i.e. probably not in the original version.

Matthew 6:16-18 - Although various characters and people fast on various occasions in the Bible, the Day of Atonement was the only fast day prescribed by the Law (Leviticus 16:29-30). The Didache, an ancient Christian book of teachings, recommended fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays in contrast to non-Christian Israelites who fasted on Mondays and Thursdays.

Matthew 6:22 - Recall Matthew 5:14 in which the disciples are called to be a light to the world. If they have no light inside them to share, they will instead share nothing but darkness.

Matthew 6:29 - "You of little faith" is the way Jesus addresses his disciples in Matthew, in common with other rabbinic writings as well.

Matthew 7

Matthew 7:1-2 - Compare Mark 4:24 and Luke 6:37, and their surrounding verses; what is it that is being given and received? Does Mark use this quote in the same way as Matthew and Luke, do you think?

Matthew 7:1-5 - Taken together, does this passage condemn all judgment, or just certain kinds?

Matthew 7:6 - "Dogs" is an insulting term for Gentiles. How does this verse fit into the rest of the chapter? Read 15:21-28 (the Canaanite woman). Are they contradictory? How do we understand the presence of both passages in the same Gospel account?

Matthew 7:12 - "The Golden Rule" was known in many religious traditions in antiquity.

Matthew 7:15 - This passage suggests that wandering prophets were occasionally present, and disruptive, in Matthew's community. Recall the difficulties Paul had with other teachers bringing Gentile and Jewish ideas into his churches, e.g. in Corinth.

Matthew 7:19 - The fate of unfaithful trees mirrors John the Baptist's proclamations.

Matthew 7:21-23 - A very nuanced refinement of the previous passage, perhaps. Is it saying that proclaiming yourself a follower of Christ, and even doing impressive acts of power (and ministry!) in Christ's name is insufficient if you do not let Christ change your heart - if, for example, you do not exhibit the traits praised in the Sermon on the Mount? 1 Corinthians 14 ("if I do this...or this...or this...but do not have love, I am a merely a clanging cymbal.")

Matthew 7:24-27 – The crux of the matter is not whether one hears or even understands Jesus’ words, but whether one puts them into practice. Simply hearing them is a shallow engagement with them. Everything seems fine when things are calm, like a house built on sand. There is no problem in the Palestinian dry season, but when the rains and winds come and the rivers rise, then their unstable ground is revealed. One could perhaps also think of the difference between buying a gym membership, and actually using it: both seem to reveal a desire to get fit, but only the latter will get results.

Matthew 7:28-29 – As one having authority: Jesus is the Word / the Law himself, rather than one who interprets it.




