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This commentary brings the stimulating insights of world-renowned theologian Stanley
Hauerwas to the first Gospel. This volume, like each in the Brazos Theological Commentary on
the Bible, is designed to serve the church--through aid in preaching, teaching, study groups, and
so forth--and demonstrate the continuing intellectual and practical viability of theological
interpretation of the Bible.

From Publishers WeeklyThis book is the third in a planned 40-volume commentary series by
Brazos Press, which is attempting to revive the early church's tradition of having theologians,
rather than professional biblical scholars, interpret scripture. What's nice to see is that the
individual commentators have been allowed to retain their own voices in this series; Hauerwas is
as delightfully irascible and hard-hitting as ever, suggesting, for example, that the parable of the
sower "helps us to read the situation of the church in America as Jesus' judgment on that
church." Believing that "Matthew's gospel is…an ongoing exercise to help us see the world
through Christ," Hauerwas attends to the Gospel chapter by chapter, teasing out theological
themes while resisting the temptation to create a systematic Christology. He draws on
theologians like Barth, Augustine, Origen and especially Bonhoeffer, whom he quotes and
paraphrases often, as well as New Testament scholars and eclectic writers like Wendell Berry.
Insightful and provocative, Hauerwas adds a valuable theological perspective to the Gospel of
Matthew. (Jan.)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All
rights reserved. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From the
Inside FlapPraise for the Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible"The Brazos Theological
Commentary on the Bible makes a most welcome contribution to the church, the academic
world, and the general public at large. By enlisting a wide range of Protestant, Catholic, and
Orthodox theologians who differ on much, but who agree on the truth of the Nicene Creed, the
series also represents ecumenical activity of the very best kind. It is always a daunting challenge
to expound the church's sacred book both simply and deeply, but this impressive line-up of
authors is very well situated for the attempt."--Mark A. Noll, University of Notre Dame"Preachers
and teachers in particular, but thoughtful Christians more generally, have long lamented the slide
of biblical scholarship into hyper-specialized critical studies of ancient texts in remote historical
context. It is no wonder, therefore, that the Brazos Theological Commentary is being so warmly
welcomed. The outstanding array of authors, beginning with Jaroslav Pelikan's splendid
commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, are, at long last, reclaiming the Bible as the book of the
living community of faith that is the church."--Richard John Neuhaus, editor in chief, First
Things"What a splendid idea! Many preachers have been longing for more commentaries that
are not only exegetical but theological in the best sense: arising out of the conviction that God,



through his Word, still speaks in our time. For those of us who take our copies of Martin Luther's
Galatians and Karl Barth's Romans from the shelves on a regular basis, this new series in that
tradition promises renewed vigor for preaching, and therefore for the one, holy, catholic, and
apostolic church in our time."--Fleming Rutledge, author of The Bible and The New York Times
and The Seven Last Words from the Cross"This new series places the accent on 'theological'
and reflects current interpretive ferment marked by growing resistance to the historical-critical
project. With a focus on the theological tradition, this series holds the promise of asking
interpretive questions that are deeply grounded in the primal claims of faith. The rich promise of
the series is indicated by the stature and erudition of the commentators."--Walter Brueggemann,
Columbia Theological Seminary"The Brazos Theological Commentary exists to provide an
accessible authority so that the preacher's application will be a ready bandage for all the hurts of
life. We who serve the pulpit want a commentary we can understand, and those who hear us
expect us to give them a usable word. The Brazos Commentary is just the right level of light to
make illuminating the word the joy it was meant to be."--Calvin Miller, author of A Hunger for the
Holy and Loving God Up CloseProjected volumes in the Brazos Theological Commentary on the
Bible include:John Behr (St. Vladimir's Orthodox Theological Seminary) on ExodusTelford Work
(Westmont College) on DeuteronomyStephen Fowl (Loyola College, Maryland) and Samuel
Wells (Duke University) on Ruth & EstherDavid Burrell (University of Notre Dame) on JobEllen
Charry (Princeton Theological Seminary) and Anne Astell (Purdue University) on PsalmsPaul
Griffiths (University of Illinois at Chicago) on Song of SongsKevin Vanhoozer (Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School) on JeremiahRobert Jenson (Center of Theological Inquiry) on EzekielDavid Lyle
Jeffrey (Baylor University) on LukeBernd Wannenwetsch (Oxford University) on 1 & 2
CorinthiansKathryn Greene-McCreight (Yale University Divinity School) on GalatiansJohn
Webster (King's College, Aberdeen) on EphesiansGeorge Hunsinger (Princeton University) on
PhilippiansChristopher Seitz (University of St. Andrews) on ColossiansDouglas Farrow (McGill
University) on 1 & 2 ThessaloniansDavid Hart (University of Virginia) on HebrewsTimothy
George (Beeson Divinity School, Samford University) on JamesGeoffrey Wainwright (Duke
University) on Revelation--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.From the Back Cover"A refreshing feature of this kind of commentary is that comment is
disciplined and shaped in relation to what is significant for Christian faith. In a relatively small
book, there is substantial discussion of a whole host of issues that are of profound importance to
Christians. . . . The commentary is the work of one capable of acute observation and profound
thought. At his best Hauerwas shows some real sensitivity to Matthew's story-telling
technique. . . . There is certainly much to challenge and inspire Christian readers."--John
Nolland, Review of Biblical Literature"[Hauerwas] continually draws Matthean motifs together
with similar features in the rest of the Bible and shows where subsequent generations found the
basis for their doctrinal reasoning. . . . This commentary serves readers admirably by connecting
the points that lie between the first and twenty-first centuries and by reminding readers that
Matthew's Gospel has played a deep, broad role in centuries of theological reflection."--A. K. M.



Adam, Christian Century"In this work, all of Hauerwas's strengths--his Christocentrism, his
theological passion, his rigorous and demanding love for the gathered church--are amplified
through the words of the evangelist to serve as a resource for preaching and teaching in the
church. I for one am much more likely to turn here than to any more typically modern
commentary for help in preaching."--Jason Byassee, Books & Culture"Hauerwas attends to the
Gospel chapter by chapter, teasing out theological themes while resisting the temptation to
create a systematic Christology. He draws on theologians like Barth, Augustine, Origen, and
especially Bonhoeffer, whom he quotes and paraphrases often, as well as New Testament
scholars and eclectic writers like Wendell Berry. Insightful and provocative, Hauerwas adds a
valuable theological perspective to the Gospel of Matthew."--Publishers Weekly"The value of the
commentary is its bringing Matthew into unity with the rest of the biblical witness to the Gospel
as that witness has been expounded by the church. The soundness of the commentary lies in
Hauerwas's own theology having been honed by the church. . . . This Brazos series can play an
important role in reminding one of the community's indispensable role in understanding the
Bible, and Hauerwas's contribution to the series is a formidable one indeed!"--Gene L.
Davenport, Catholic Biblical Quarterly --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of
this title.About the AuthorStanley Hauerwas (PhD, Yale University) is professor emeritus of
divinity and law at Duke University. His previous books include Cross-Shattered Christ,
Performing the Faith, The Peaceable Kingdom, With the Grain of the Universe, A Better Hope,
and Christian Existence Today. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.Read more
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PREFACENear the beginning of his treatise against Gnostic interpretations of the Bible, Against
the Heresies, Irenaeus observes that Scripture is like a great mosaic depicting a handsome king.
It is as if we were owners of a villa in Gaul who had ordered a mosaic from Rome. It arrives, and
the beautifully colored tiles need to be taken out of their packaging and put into proper order
according to the plan of the artist. The difficulty, of course, is that Scripture provides us with the
individual pieces, but the order and sequence of various elements are not obvious. The Bible
does not come with instructions that would allow interpreters to simply place verses, episodes,
images, and parables in order as a worker might follow a schematic drawing in assembling the
pieces to depict the handsome king. The mosaic must be puzzled out. This is precisely the work
of scriptural interpretation.Origen has his own image to express the difficulty of working out the
proper approach to reading the Bible. When preparing to offer a commentary on the Psalms he
tells of a tradition handed down to him by his Hebrew teacher:The Hebrew said that the whole



divinely inspired Scripture may be likened, because of its obscurity, to many locked rooms in our
house. By each room is placed a key, but not the one that corresponds to it, so that the keys are
scattered about beside the rooms, none of them matching the room by which it is placed. It is a
difficult task to find the keys and match them to the rooms that they can open. We therefore
know the Scriptures that are obscure only by taking the points of departure for understanding
them from another place because they have their interpretive principle scattered among them.
[1]As is the case for Irenaeus, scriptural interpretation is not purely local. The key in Genesis
may best fit the door of Isaiah, which in turn opens up the meaning of Matthew. The mosaic must
be put together with an eye toward the overall plan.Irenaeus, Origen, and the great cloud of
premodern biblical interpreters assumed that puzzling out the mosaic of Scripture must be a
communal project. The Bible is vast, heterogeneous, full of confusing passages and obscure
words, and difficult to understand. Only a fool would imagine that he or she could work out
solutions alone. The way forward must rely upon a tradition of reading that Irenaeus reports has
been passed on as the rule or canon of truth that functions as a confession of faith. “Anyone,” he
says, “who keeps unchangeable in himself the rule of truth received through baptism will
recognize the names and sayings and parables of the scriptures.”[2] Modern scholars debate
the content of the rule on which Irenaeus relies and commends, not the least because the terms
and formulations Irenaeus himself uses shift and slide. Nonetheless, Irenaeus assumes that
there is a body of apostolic doctrine sustained by a tradition of teaching in the church. This
doctrine provides the clarifying principles that guide exegetical judgment toward a coherent
overall reading of Scripture as a unified witness. Doctrine, then, is the schematic drawing that
will allow the reader to organize the vast heterogeneity of the words, images, and stories of the
Bible into a readable, coherent whole. It is the rule that guides us toward the proper matching of
keys to doors.If self-consciousness about the role of history in shaping human consciousness
makes modern historical-critical study critical, then what makes modern study of the Bible
modern is the consensus that classical Christian doctrine distorts interpretive understanding.
Benjamin Jowett, the influential nineteenth-century English classical scholar, is representative.
In his programmatic essay “On the Interpretation of Scripture,” he exhorts the biblical reader to
disengage from doctrine and break its hold over the interpretive imagination. “The simple words
of that book,” writes Jowett of the modern reader, “he tries to preserve absolutely pure from the
refinements or distinctions of later times.” The modern interpreter wishes to “clear away the
remains of dogmas, systems, controversies, which are encrusted upon” the words of Scripture.
The disciplines of close philological analysis “would enable us to separate the elements of
doctrine and tradition with which the meaning of Scripture is encumbered in our own day.”[3] The
lens of understanding must be wiped clear of the hazy and distorting film of
doctrine.Postmodernity, in turn, has encouraged us to criticize the critics. Jowett imagined that
when he wiped away doctrine he would encounter the biblical text in its purity and uncover what
he called “the original spirit and intention of the authors.”[4] We are not now so sanguine, and the
postmodern mind thinks interpretive frameworks inevitable. Nonetheless, we tend to remain



modern in at least one sense. We read Athanasius and think him stage-managing the diversity of
Scripture to support his positions against the Arians. We read Bernard of Clairvaux and assume
that his monastic ideals structure his reading of the Song of Songs. In the wake of the
Reformation, we can see how the doctrinal divisions of the time shaped biblical interpretation.
Luther famously described the Epistle of James as a “strawy letter,” for, as he said, “it has
nothing of the nature of the Gospel about it.”[5] In these and many other instances, often written
in the heat of ecclesiastical controversy or out of the passion of ascetic commitment, we tend to
think Jowett correct: doctrine is a distorting film on the lens of understanding.However, is what
we commonly think actually the case? Are readers naturally perceptive? Do we have an
unblemished, reliable aptitude for the divine? Have we no need for disciplines of vision? Do our
attention and judgment need to be trained, especially as we seek to read Scripture as the living
word of God? According to Augustine, we all struggle to journey toward God, who is our rest and
peace. Yet our vision is darkened and the fetters of worldly habit corrupt our judgment. We need
training and instruction in order to cleanse our minds so that we might find our way toward God.
[6] To this end, “the whole temporal dispensation was made by divine Providence for our
salvation.”[7] The covenant with Israel, the coming of Christ, the gathering of the nations into the
church—all these things are gathered up into the rule of faith, and they guide the vision and form
of the soul toward the end of fellowship with God. In Augustine’s view, the reading of Scripture
both contributes to and benefits from this divine pedagogy. With countless variations in both
exegetical conclusions and theological frameworks, the same pedagogy of a doctrinally ruled
reading of Scripture characterizes the broad sweep of the Christian tradition from Gregory the
Great through Bernard and Bonaventure, continuing across Reformation differences in both
John Calvin and Cornelius Lapide, Patrick Henry and Bishop Bossuet, and on to more recent
figures such as Karl Barth and Hans Urs von Balthasar.Is doctrine, then, not a moldering scrim
of antique prejudice obscuring the Bible, but instead a clarifying agent, an enduring tradition of
theological judgments that amplifies the living voice of Scripture? And what of the scholarly
dispassion advocated by Jowett? Is a noncommitted reading, an interpretation unprejudiced, the
way toward objectivity, or does it simply invite the languid intellectual apathy that stands aside to
make room for the false truism and easy answers of the age?This series of biblical
commentaries was born out of the conviction that dogma clarifies rather than obscures. The
Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible advances upon the assumption that the Nicene
tradition, in all its diversity and controversy, provides the proper basis for the interpretation of the
Bible as Christian Scripture. God the Father Almighty, who sends his only begotten Son to die for
us and for our salvation and who raises the crucified Son in the power of the Holy Spirit so that
the baptized may be joined in one body—faith in this God with this vocation of love for the world
is the lens through which to view the heterogeneity and particularity of the biblical texts.
Doctrine, then, is not a moldering scrim of antique prejudice obscuring the meaning of the Bible.
It is a crucial aspect of the divine pedagogy, a clarifying agent for our minds fogged by self-
deceptions, a challenge to our languid intellectual apathy that will too often rest in false truisms



and the easy spiritual nostrums of the present age rather than search more deeply and widely
for the dispersed keys to the many doors of Scripture.For this reason, the commentators in this
series have not been chosen because of their historical or philological expertise. In the main,
they are not biblical scholars in the conventional, modern sense of the term. Instead, the
commentators were chosen because of their knowledge of and expertise in using the Christian
doctrinal tradition. They are qualified by virtue of the doctrinal formation of their mental habits, for
it is the conceit of this series of biblical commentaries that theological training in the Nicene
tradition prepares one for biblical interpretation, and thus it is to theologians and not biblical
scholars that we have turned. “War is too important,” it has been said, “to leave to the
generals.”We do hope, however, that readers do not draw the wrong impression. The Nicene
tradition does not provide a set formula for the solution of exegetical problems. The great
tradition of Christian doctrine was not transcribed, bound in folio, and issued in an official, critical
edition. We have the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, used for centuries in many traditions of
Christian worship. We have ancient baptismal affirmations of faith. The Chalcedonian definition
and the creeds and canons of other church councils have their places in official church
documents. Yet the rule of faith cannot be limited to a specific set of words, sentences, and
creeds. It is instead a pervasive habit of thought, the animating culture of the church in its
intellectual aspect. As Augustine observed, commenting on Jeremiah 31:33, “The creed is
learned by listening; it is written, not on stone tablets nor on any material, but on the heart.”[8]
This is why Irenaeus is able to appeal to the rule of faith more than a century before the first
ecumenical council, and this is why we need not itemize the contents of the Nicene tradition in
order to appeal to its potency and role in the work of interpretation.Because doctrine is
intrinsically fluid on the margins and most powerful as a habit of mind rather than a list of
propositions, this commentary series cannot settle difficult questions of method and content at
the outset. The editors of the series impose no particular method of doctrinal interpretation. We
cannot say in advance how doctrine helps the Christian reader assemble the mosaic of
Scripture. We have no clear answer to the question of whether exegesis guided by doctrine is
antithetical to or compatible with the now-old modern methods of historical-critical inquiry. Truth
—historical, mathematical, or doctrinal—knows no contradiction. But method is a discipline of
vision and judgment, and we cannot know in advance what aspects of historical-critical inquiry
are functions of modernism that shape the soul to be at odds with Christian discipline. Still
further, the editors do not hold the commentators to any particular hermeneutical theory that
specifies how to define the plain sense of Scripture—or the role this plain sense should play in
interpretation. Here the commentary series is tentative and exploratory.Can we proceed in any
other way? European and North American intellectual culture has been de-Christianized. The
effect has not been a cessation of Christian activity. Theological work continues. Sermons are
preached. Biblical scholars turn out monographs. Church leaders have meetings. But each
dimension of a formerly unified Christian practice now tends to function independently. It is as if
a weakened army had been fragmented, and various corps had retreated to isolated fortresses



in order to survive. Theology has lost its competence in exegesis. Scripture scholars function
with minimal theological training. Each decade finds new theories of preaching to cover the
nakedness of seminary training that provides theology without exegesis and exegesis without
theology.Not the least of the causes of the fragmentation of Christian intellectual practice has
been the divisions of the church. Since the Reformation, the role of the rule of faith in
interpretation has been obscured by polemics and counterpolemics about sola scriptura and the
necessity of a magisterial teaching authority. The Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible
series is deliberately ecumenical in scope, because the editors are convinced that early church
fathers were correct: church doctrine does not compete with Scripture in a limited economy of
epistemic authority. We wish to encourage unashamedly dogmatic interpretation of Scripture,
confident that the concrete consequences of such a reading will cast far more light on the great
divisive questions of the Reformation than either reengaging in old theological polemics or
chasing the fantasy of a pure exegesis that will somehow adjudicate between competing
theological positions. You shall know the truth of doctrine by its interpretive fruits, and therefore
in hopes of contributing to the unity of the church, we have deliberately chosen a wide range of
theologians whose commitment to doctrine will allow readers to see real interpretive
consequences rather than the shadow boxing of theological concepts.Brazos Theological
Commentary on the Bible has no dog in the current translation fights, and we endorse a textual
ecumenism that parallels our diversity of ecclesial backgrounds. We do not impose the
thankfully modest inclusive-language agenda of the New Revised Standard Version, nor do we
insist upon the glories of the Authorized Version, nor do we require our commentators to create
a new translation. In our communal worship, in our private devotions, in our theological
scholarship, we use a range of scriptural translations. Precisely as Scripture—a living,
functioning text in the present life of faith—the Bible is not semantically fixed. Only a modernist,
literalist hermeneutic could imagine that this modest fluidity is a liability. Philological precision
and stability is a consequence of, not a basis for, exegesis. Judgments about the meaning of a
text fix its literal sense, not the other way around. As a result, readers should expect an eclectic
use of biblical translations, both across the different volumes of the series and within individual
commentaries.We cannot speak for contemporary biblical scholars, but as theologians we know
that we have long been trained to defend our fortresses of theological concepts and
formulations. And we have forgotten the skills of interpretation. Like stroke victims, we must
rehabilitate our exegetical imaginations, and there are likely to be different strategies of recovery.
Readers should expect this reconstructive—not reactionary—series to provide them with
experiments in postcritical doctrinal interpretation, not commentaries written according to the
settled principles of a well-functioning tradition. Some commentators will follow classical
typological and allegorical readings from the premodern tradition; others will draw on
contemporary historical study. Some will comment verse by verse; others will highlight
passages, even single words that trigger theological analysis of Scripture. No reading strategies
are proscribed, no interpretive methods foresworn. The central premise in this commentary



series is that doctrine provides structure and cogency to scriptural interpretation. We trust in this
premise with the hope that the Nicene tradition can guide us, however imperfectly, diversely, and
haltingly, toward a reading of Scripture in which the right keys open the right doors.R. R.
RenoPREFACEIt seemed like such a good idea. An idea whose time had come. Rusty Reno had
the idea that theologians should write commentaries on books of the Bible. I suppose, given my
past work, it seemed like a good idea to ask me to write on Matthew. So when Rusty called
asking me to write on Matthew I thought, “What a good idea. I am honored to be asked.” Now
that I have finished trying to do what he asked, I am not at all sure I want to thank him for his
“good idea.” But thank God, Rusty got us into this. I must also thank Rusty and Ephraim Radner
for their critical comments on the first draft of this commentary. They made this a much better
book.Thanks also needs to be given to Rodney Clapp and his fellow conspirators at Brazos
Press for publishing this commentary series. God only knows if they know what they are doing,
but we must all be glad that they are willing to do what they do even when they do not know what
they are doing. They seem willing to live ready to be surprised, which, if I am right about
Matthew, is at least one aspect of what it means to live apocalyptically.Perhaps my deepest debt
is to the students who took the two seminars I have taught on Matthew. I seldom say I learn more
from my students than they learn from me, but in this case I certainly did learn much from those
gracious enough to bear with me as we read Matthew together. I am particularly grateful to my
colleague Douglas Campbell, who co-taught the second seminar on Matthew with me. Douglas
is one of those rare people who know theology as well as he does the historical-critical literature
represented by New Testament scholarship. He taught me more than he knows.I am indebted to
Sarah Musser, Jonathan Tran, and Sheila McCarthy not only for helping me get the manuscript
in shape, but for their insightful criticism and suggestions about what I had written. I am
particularly grateful to Carole Baker for her ability to make many of my misshapen sentences
capable of being read with understanding. She accomplished this amazing feat during the last
months of her pregnancy, giving birth to Sophia about the same time this commentary was
finished. I have no doubt about which birth gives God the greatest joy. The final preparation of
the manuscript fell again to Sarah Freedman, who returned from retirement while Carole was on
maternity leave. It means a great deal to me that Sarah had a hand in bringing this to light.As
always I have learned much from Paula Gilbert. She has now said Eucharist for the Wesley
Fellowship at Duke every Thursday for seventeen years. I have heard her preach often on
Matthew. I have no doubt that many of the themes developed in this commentary I learned from
her homilies.Finally it gives me great pleasure to dedicate this book to David Aers, Ellen Davis,
and Richard Hays. They are remarkable close readers of texts who have taught me much by
their example. I am sure many reading this commentary will think that I have not learned enough
from them, but I try. As remarkable as their patience with my reading habits, they honor me by
allowing me to count them as close friends. I hope at least here or there in this commentary they
may see some indication that I have learned a little from their attempts to teach me to be a better
reader. Even more, I hope they see how much their friendship has meant for making me a



follower of Christ.ABBREVIATIONSActsActsAmosAmos1 Chr.1 Chronicles2 Chr.2
ChroniclesCol.Colossians1 Cor.1 Corinthians2 Cor.2 CorinthiansDan.DanielDeut.DeuteronomyE
ccl.EcclesiastesEph.EphesiansEsth.EstherExod.ExodusEzek.EzekielEzraEzraGal.GalatiansGen
.GenesisHab.HabakkukHag.HaggaiHeb.HebrewsHos.HoseaIsa.IsaiahJas.JamesJer.JeremiahJ
obJobJoelJoelJohnJohn1 John1 John2 John2 John3 John3
JohnJonahJonahJosh.JoshuaJudeJudeJudg.Judges1 Kgs.1 Kings2 Kgs.2 KingsLam.Lamentati
onsLev.LeviticusLukeLukeMal.MalachiMarkMarkMatt.MatthewMic.MicahNah.NahumNeh.Nehe
miahNum.NumbersObad.Obadiah1 Pet.1 Peter2 Pet.2 PeterPhil.PhilippiansPhlm.PhilemonProv.
ProverbsPs.PsalmsRev.RevelationRom.RomansRuthRuth1 Sam.1 Samuel2 Sam.2
SamuelSongSong of Songs1 Thess.1 Thessalonians2 Thess.2 Thessalonians1 Tim.1 Timothy2
Tim.2 TimothyTitusTitusZech.ZechariahZeph.ZephaniahINTRODUCTIONWriting a theological
commentary on the gospel of Matthew is an honor, a burden, and a daunting task. I have few
examples to draw on in our times to know how to write such a commentary. Moreover, most of
the habits that come with being a theologian in modernity do not help us know how to write a
theological commentary. Theologians are trained to write articles and books, not commentaries.
We may use or comment on this verse or book of the Bible, but we do not write theology as an
ongoing comment on scripture. So, few could be as ill prepared as I was for this task.However,
the only way I knew to do the task I had been given was to do it. I taught the gospel of Matthew
twice. Each student read a commentary and reported on what the reading offered. I have
learned much from my students and the commentaries I have read. I have learned much from
the historical work done on the book of Matthew over the past two centuries. I have learned
much from the commentaries written by the church fathers as well as Reformation figures. But
finally I realized I simply had to write what I thought should be said in and for our time.
Accordingly I have tried not to write about Matthew. I have tried to write with Matthew, assuming
that the gospel was written for us.By writing “with” Matthew I mean to indicate how I have tried to
retell the story that Matthew tells as, Ephraim Radner suggests, a ruminative overlay. As a result
I should like to think that the commentary imitates the form of commentaries common in the
Middle Ages and Reformation that were moral allegories. Readers will discover that Herod
becomes “Herods” who represent the politics of death, that scribes and Pharisees become
“intellectuals for hire” to such a politics, and the journey of the wise men after their encounter
with the Christ child is one we must take if we are to escape Herod’s politics. Such a “method”—
and I certainly have no stake in claiming to know what I am doing—risks being heavy-handed. I
hope the readers will discover that by following along they may discover how we are read by the
story Matthew tells.Indeed I hope that those reading my commentary will discover that reading
what I have written does no more than make them hungry to reread Matthew. I have not tried to
be smarter than Matthew; but rather I have tried to submit to Matthew’s discipline. Indeed, as the
reader will discover, I believe Matthew wrote to make us disciples of Christ. I have tried to show
the “how” of that project in how I have written, that is, by retelling the story Matthew tells.Insofar
as this commentary has an organization, I have simply written a commentary chapter that



corresponds to a chapter in Matthew (sometimes grouping two chapters together in order to
sustain continuity of the story). There are many intriguing suggestions about Matthew’s mode of
organization of his gospel, but I have not made much of those. Instead I simply thought it best to
accept the chapter divisions as helpful devices for reading. Therefore I advise those kind enough
to read this commentary to first read the respective chapter in Matthew and then read my
commentary on that chapter. I hope the reader would then reread Matthew’s chapter and that
the second reading will be illumined by the commentary.I have written with the strong conviction
that it is not the task of the commentary to be a substitute for the gospel. I have, therefore,
written in hope that I have done nothing more than highlight what Matthew says. I try to illumine
the grammar of his text through the grammar of the text I have written. I take it that this is what
commentaries are meant to do—that is, make us more competent readers of the text on which
the commentary comments. Matthew’s gospel is meant to train us to be disciples of Jesus. I
should like to think that learning to read Matthew’s gospel through the commentary I have written
might be a small aid in helping Matthew’s gospel do the work it was written to do.I have also tried
to write the commentary in the hope that those reading the commentary will want to read it as a
book. In other words, I hope that the reader will read the commentary the way they read a novel.
Matthew’s gospel is a compelling story. We know how it will end, but that we know the ending
does not make the story any less compelling. I have tried to write with the dramatic urgency
characteristic of the story that Matthew tells. The reader may wish to read what I have to say
about this or that passage, but the intelligibility of the commentary depends upon its being read
in sequence.I have tried to comment on every passage in Matthew, but I have not burdened the
text by citing each verse. Indeed, readers may find at times that they are not sure where I am in
the text, but I hope that will make their reading more interesting. Whatever it may mean for this
commentary to be a theological commentary, I have tried to write in a manner that the reader is
encouraged to discover and make connections. That such connections are made will often be
signaled by the reaction, “Oh! Now I see.” At least that is the reaction I often experienced, and I
hope that some readers will share that reaction with me.I hope I have written in a leisurely
manner. The temptation is to say everything early. The first line of the gospel says everything, but
it did not seem wise to try to say all that the gospel has to say in the first chapter of the
commentary. So I hope the reader will be patient and wait to see if I develop a theme that they
may well think should have been developed earlier. For example, I do not in the first chapter
develop a full-blown Christology (I am not even sure what a “full-blown Christology” would look
like). But I follow Matthew’s lead in letting christological reflections be developed while following
Jesus through his ministry.I have also avoided making any big argument or concentration on one
motif to organize the diverse material of the text. Matthew has some central concerns: the
relation between church and Israel, the continuing status of the law, the significance of the
temple, the political character of Jesus’s challenge to the elites of Israel and the implications for
Rome. I have, however, tried to avoid making every text in Matthew conform to a singular
agenda. I do stress the politics of Matthew as well as the role of nonviolence in Jesus’s ministry,



but I hope I have avoided making the political character of Matthew “what Matthew is all about.”
Jesus the Son of God is what Matthew is all about. That means the subject of Matthew’s gospel
is inexhaustible and, therefore, defies any attempt to make the story that Matthew tells conform
to an overarching theme.I discovered that writing a commentary is an invitation to indulge in
assertions. I have not tried to resist asserting what I know to be true. But assertions are not
meant to end the conversation. Rather, assertions are intertwined in a manner that hopefully
illumines why, faced with the reality of God, all we can do is proclaim what we have been given.
Assertions are the grammar required by the story being told, but the story being told should
illumine why the assertions are required if what we say is to be considered true. In short,
assertions are reports on judgments that require further inquiry. The proof will always be in the
pudding.I have tried to respect what I regard as the reticence and austerity of Matthew’s gospel.
We often want Matthew to tell us more. Who were the disciples of John the Baptist and how
were they positioned in relation to Jesus’s disciples? What was Jesus like as a boy? Matthew
has told us what we need to know to be transformed into a follower of Jesus. I have tried to
respect Matthew’s refusal to tell us more than we need to know. I have assumed that this is one
of the aspects that make this commentary theological.The reader will also discover that I have in
general tried to avoid all consciousness words. I have tried to avoid, for example, locutions such
as, “Matthew must have decided to tell the story this way” or “Jesus clearly must have thought
such and such.” What we know is what the text says. There is no “behind” behind the text in the
form of what either Matthew or Jesus must have been thinking, nor is there any more
determinative historical explanation for what must have “really been going on.” What is really
going on is that Jesus the Messiah has inaugurated the kingdom of God.Therefore there is no
recognition of the so-called Synoptic Problem in this commentary. Nor do I assume that the
destruction of the temple in AD 70 is crucial for reading Matthew. Instead I assume that John’s
gospel, the Pauline epistles, and the letter to the Hebrews provide good commentaries on
Matthew’s gospel. I am not sure if this makes me an intertextual or extratextual interpreter, but I
try to let some texts read other texts.Throughout the commentary I try to read our lives into the
story that Matthew tells. For example, I am not hesitant to suggest how the accommodation of
the church to American presumptions cannot help but distort our reading of Matthew’s gospel.
Nor do I make any apology for assuming that the challenge of reading Matthew after the Shoah
is not to be avoided. The continuing significance of Israel is one of Matthew’s concerns, offering
an opportunity to reflect on the relation between the church and the people of Israel.Some may
find disconcerting that some of the readings of Matthew that I offer confirm positions that I have
taken in previous work. Though often accused of not taking scripture seriously enough, I have,
however, always tried to be faithful to scripture. Those who criticize me for being insufficiently
exegetical may find that what I have done in this commentary confirms their view that I pay
insufficient attention to the text. I hope that this will not be the case, even though I cannot deny
that my readings often confirm judgments made prior to my close engagement with Matthew. I
have tried to avoid forcing the texts to say what I want them to say, but that does not mean I think



it possible to come to the text innocent. I continue to think, as I argued in Unleashing the
Scripture (1993), that a church committed to nonviolence is a more likely faithful reader of
Matthew.I have found writing this commentary hard. To be asked to comment on the word of
God is a daunting task. It does not get any more serious than that. What I have written cannot be
my theology. What I have written, I hope, will be read as the theology of the church. Indeed I
hope I have never written my theology, but to write a commentary on scripture is certainly a
different task than to write on this or that theological issue. This commentary has been hard
work, but I hope that some will find in reading it the joy of the gospel.MATTHEW 1In the
Beginning“The book of the genesis of Jesus Christ” is not a modest beginning. Matthew starts
by suggesting that the genealogy of this man Jesus requires our revisiting the very beginning of
God’s creative acts: “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1).
That is, for Matthew, to rightly understand the story of this man Jesus, we must begin with God
because this is God’s Messiah. Therefore just as the book of Genesis provides us with the
generation of the heavens and the earth (Gen. 2:4), so Matthew provides us with the genealogy
of Jesus. And, for Matthew, the reverse is also true. Namely, it is necessary to understand the
genesis of Jesus if we are to understand “in the beginning when God created the heavens and
the earth.” In Jesus we now rightly understand the beginning because we can now see the
end.For some time—that is, in the time often identified as modern—Christian and non-Christian
alike have thought that belief in God primarily depends on whether you think the world had a
beginning: “Something had to start it all.” God, therefore, becomes an explanation for why there
is something rather than nothing. However, the god that must exist in order to show that what
exists has a beginning too often, due to our fantasies, is not a god who comes to us in Jesus
Christ. It is the Christian conviction, a conviction shaped by the grammar of the first verse of the
gospel of Matthew, that we can know there was a beginning, because we have seen the end in
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.Eschatology is the word that Christians use to
describe this understanding of the way things are. Eschatology indicates that the world,
including ourselves, is storied. The gospels and especially Matthew assume there is no more
determinative way to understand existence than through the story found in scripture. Creation is
the first movement in the story that, as we shall see spelled out in Matthew, involves the election
of Israel, kingship, sin, exile, and redemption. For Matthew, indeed for all the gospels, Jesus is
the “summing up” of the history of Israel so that Jew and Gentile alike can now live as God’s
people.This is also an apocalyptic story making apparent what had been hidden since the
foundation of the world. Creations, after all, are not everyday affairs, and Matthew believes that
the story of Jesus is the story of a new creation. Apocalyptic language suffuses the story that
Matthew tells because such dramatic language signals the difficult task that Matthew
undertakes to help us discover how we must learn to see and live in the world under the lordship
of Christ.Apocalyptic is the disruption of time by God’s time so that time might be redeemed.
Apocalyptic means that there is another world, another time, than the one in which we live; but it
turns out to be the same world in which we live. As Rainer Maria Rilke puts it: “There is another



world, the same as this one.” We simply must learn to see the world in which we live as the world
that the Father created and redeemed through the Son. That seeing, moreover, entails a politics
that challenges our most fundamental assumptions about the way things are. Matthew’s gospel
is, therefore, an ongoing exercise to help us see the world through Christ.[1]In Believing Three
Ways in One God, Nicholas Lash notes that the spring festival, rather than midwinter, once
marked New Year’s Day. Lash calls attention to a fifth-century calendar known as the
Martyrology of Jerome that designates March 25 as the day that“our Lord Jesus Christ was
crucified, and conceived, and the world was made.” On this day God brings all things alive, ex
nihilo. Out of nothing, by his word, he makes a world, a home. Out of the virgin’s womb, Christ is
conceived. Out of the world-threatening death on Calvary, life is new-born from an empty tomb.
Christ’s terror is God’s Word’s human vulnerability. But, it is just this vulnerability, this surrender,
absolute relationship, which draws out of darkness finished life, forgiveness of sin. (Lash 1993,
118)The boldness of the claim made by the Martyrology of Jerome is matched by the prologue
of the gospel of John. Indeed John’s prologue provides a fitting commentary on the first verse of
the book of Matthew: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without
him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the
light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” The
word has a name, Jesus Christ, the second person of the Trinity, present with the Father and the
Spirit in the creation of the world. These are grand claims that animate every word of Matthew’s
gospel, which makes us wonder who this Matthew could possibly be that would tell such a
story.Historians speculate that Matthew was a Greek-speaking Christian Jew living in Antioch
toward the end of the first century. The historical project to determine who the author of
Matthew’s gospel may have been is useful and interesting. No doubt that scholarship will inform
many of the judgments made in this commentary. But, given this commentary’s objectives,
references to the writer of Matthew are simply meant to indicate Matthew as the one to be
known, in the words of Lewis Ayres, from “the way the words run” (2004, 32).[2] And this is
consonant with Matthew’s assumption that his task be nothing less than to witness to God’s
desire to save all creation through the life of Jesus Christ. Matthew writes to make us disciples of
this man, Jesus, which means that we must be transformed if we are to live in obedience to the
new reality of a redeemed world. After Jesus there is no “normal,” or, put differently, after Jesus
we are able to live “normally” only because of his extraordinary work.For Matthew, Jesus has
changed the world, requiring that our lives be changed if we are to live as people of the new
creation. Accordingly, the gospel is not information that invites us to decide what we will take or
leave. Our task is not to understand the story that Matthew tells in light of our understanding of
the world. Rather, Matthew would have our understanding of the world fully transformed as the
result of our reading of his gospel. Matthew writes so that we might become followers, be
disciples, of Jesus. To be a Christian does not mean that we are to change the world, but rather
that we must live as witnesses to the world that God has changed. We should not be surprised,



therefore, if the way we live makes the change visible.Paul Minear suggests that the gospel of
Matthew is a training manual for disciples and prophets:The entire story of Jesus was intelligible
and powerful only as it reflected the hidden purposes of God from the foundation of the world
and only as it was instrumental in initiating a mission that was to be continued through the
school of prophets. To attempt to distill from this document data for an earthly biography of
Jesus that is divorced from its heavenly roots and its later fruits is to destroy the possibility of
conversation with Matthew. Unfortunately, such is the result of many current treatments of the
Gospel. The same distortion occurs when we separate study of the later mission of Jesus’
students from its grounding in the design of God mediated through the vocation of Jesus.
(Minear 2000, 6)This commentary on the gospel of Matthew is meant, therefore, to do no more
than to call attention to what Matthew has done so well, that is, to position the reader to be a
follower of Jesus. Matthew wrote knowing that many of his readers knew, as he knew, that Jesus
would be killed and raised from the dead. The problem was that such knowledge did his readers
no good unless they were trained in a manner that Jesus had trained his own disciples: to be a
follower of Jesus through the reading of gospel. Matthew understands that most of us will be
tempted to be a member of the ever-present crowd depicted in the gospel. The crowd was often
impressed by Jesus’s teachings and his miracles, but when push came to shove, the crowd
called for his crucifixion. Jesus’s disciples also abandoned him at the end, but Jesus had called
them to follow him, making them the continuation of the story. Matthew rightly hopes that through
the reading of the gospel we may be no less.The story, of course, is a complex one with many
characters, plots, defeats, and victories. In the first seventeen verses of his gospel, Matthew
manages to tell us a great deal about the background story necessary to understand the story of
Jesus. We need not worry, however, if we miss some aspect of the story early on; Matthew is not
afraid of being repetitive. Indeed he seems to understand that, given the extraordinary story he
is telling, we will need many repetitions. Yet with every repetition we learn different aspects of the
story of Jesus. Every word of Matthew’s gospel is precious.Creation is the subject of the opening
line of Matthew’s gospel, suggesting that the very destiny of God’s creation is at stake in the life
of this Jesus the Messiah. But if this is about the renewal of God’s creation by a new creation, it
can well be asked, why is Jesus the Messiah identified as “the son of David, the son of
Abraham”? It seems that Matthew would have been better advised, like Luke, to have traced
Jesus’s genealogy back to Adam. Yet by identifying Jesus as “the son of David, the son of
Abraham,” Matthew testifies to Israel’s faith and emphasizes God’s faithfulness to Abraham,
through whom all people will be blessed. God’s response to the history of human sinfulness,
graphically depicted in the first eleven chapters of Genesis, is to call Abraham from his country
to be the father of a new people.In response to humanity’s rebellious attempt to replace their
dependence on God by creating their own heaven, in response to the attempt of people to
overcome their contingency, God benevolently scattered the people of the world so that they
might learn to respect the other and to learn humility. John Howard Yoder observes that the
“confusion” of Babel is such only when measured against the simplicity of an imperially enforced



uniformity: “Thus the ‘confusion of tongues’ is not a punishment or a tragedy but the gift of new
beginnings, liberation from a blind alley” (1994a, 63). Yet the gift of difference was, like all gifts,
capable of being perverted by us. The humility required to know others like us but different from
us gave birth to unending fear and led to unending violence and war. Yet God had a response:
he called Abraham to be the father of Israel, a people who would be given his law that they might
learn to live among the nations, trusting only in God for their protection. Such a people were
called to be holy, to be sanctified, so that their very existence would be unintelligible if the God
who had called them to be a light to the nations did not exist.Jesus is identified as “the son of
David, the son of Abraham” because he is the one who recapitulates Israel’s life. Matthew
reminds us time and time again that “this happened to Jesus” or Jesus did or said this or that so
that the scriptures could be fulfilled. Joseph, for example, is told by God to flee to Egypt and to
return only after the death of Herod so that “what had been spoken by the Lord through the
prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I have called my son’” (Matt. 2:15, quoting Hos. 11:1) might be fulfilled.
Richard Hays observes, “Matthew is not merely looking for random Old Testament prooftexts
that Jesus might somehow fulfill; rather he is thinking about the shape of Israel’s story and
linking Jesus’ life with key passages that promise God’s unbreakable redemptive love for his
people” (2005, 176).The shape of that story is suggested by the genealogy that begins with the
identification of Jesus as “the son of David, the son of Abraham.” It is interesting to ask why
Matthew names Jesus as the son of David prior to being the son of Abraham. The answer may
be simply that Matthew thinks naming Abraham second provides a useful transition to the list of
descendents beginning with Isaac. Yet no words or ordering of words in scripture is without
significance. Matthew knows he is telling the story of one that was born a king, yet a king to be
sacrificed. God had tested Abraham by commanding him to sacrifice Isaac. By beginning with
“son of David,” Matthew prepares us to recognize that this is a king who will end up on the
cross.So at the very beginning of his gospel Matthew introduces us to the central question that
animates the story he will tell: How can it be that the one long expected, the Messiah, the one
Israel believes will free it from political servitude, will not triumph as kings do with their armies?
To be trained as a disciple is to learn why this Jesus, the son of David, the one true king, must
suffer crucifixion. Matthew’s gospel is meant to train us, his readers, just as Jesus had to train his
disciples, to recognize that the salvation wrought in the cross is the Father’s refusal to save us
according to the world’s understanding of salvation, which is that salvation depends on having
more power than my enemies.The crucial turning point in Matthew’s gospel is Peter’s confession
at Caesarea Philippi. In response to Jesus’s question regarding his identity, Peter rightly
confesses he is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Yet Peter rebukes Jesus when he
begins to “show” the disciples that he must go to Jerusalem to “be killed, and on the third day be
raised” (Matt. 16:13–23). Peter cannot imagine that the one to save Israel, the successor to
David, should undergo crucifixion. Jesus’s prediction of his resurrection does not, however,
prevent Peter from rebuking Jesus, for Peter is unable to hear anything other than what he takes
to be a prediction of failure. Peter, as well as the other disciples, is not yet prepared to



comprehend how God will save not only Israel but all of God’s creation through a crucifixion.The
crucifixion of the Messiah, Jesus, also explains his identification as “the son of Abraham.”
Abraham was told by God to sacrifice Isaac, his only son, the very embodiment of God’s
promise to make Abraham the father of a nation. We must confess, Peter-like, that we find the
story of the sacrifice of Isaac profoundly offensive. We do so because as modern people the
language of sacrifice simply makes no sense to us. Israel may have continued to make animal
sacrifices on the altar in the temple to expiate the sins of the people, but we side with the
prophets (Hos. 6:6) and Jesus (Matt. 12:7), who suggest that what God requires is “steadfast
love and not sacrifice, / the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.”Yet it seems that if we
are to read Jesus’s struggle in Gethsemane rightly (Matt. 26:36–46), as well as his trial and
crucifixion, a sacrifice must be made so that we might be free from the sacrificial systems that
dominate our lives, for whether we acknowledge it, our lives continue to be dominated by the
language of sacrifice, particularly the sacrifice of war. Indeed, sacrifice is the preeminent human
action that gestures our rightful desire to return to God, but we are subtle creatures capable of
perverting any good gift. So we have tried, as Israel tried, to make our sacrifices a way to control
God’s good gift. We continue to do so even as we are told in the book of Hebrews that Jesus
abolished forever burnt offerings and sin offerings because it was the Father’s will that a people
be “sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once and for all” (Heb. 10:10).God
had given Israel the law to provide the means through which Israel might become a holy people
capable of sacrifice. Israel, however, became the exemplification of our ability to make God’s law
serve the devices and desires of our own hearts. So the Father sent the Son, humbled in human
form, obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross, to end forever any sacrifice not
determined by his cross. Our Father restrained Abraham, providing a ram in place of Isaac; but
the Father did not spare his only Son’s becoming for us the sacrifice necessary to free us from
our endless attempts to secure salvation for ourselves on our own terms.We dare not miss,
moreover, the political character of this king’s sacrifice. This human being, Jesus, the Son of
God (as Pilate insisted), is a king who puts an end to all the sacrifices that leaders of this world
use to give their rule the appearance of sanctity. Christ’s sacrifice is the one true sacrifice calling
into question all sacrifices asked on behalf of lesser causes and lesser gods.[3] That is why the
rulers of this world—who war against the cross or try to co-opt it—must finally tremble before the
cross. The cross of Christ challenges their very right to ask that sacrifices be made on their
behalf. Thus Augustine can say:It is we ourselves—we, his City—who are his best, his most
glorious sacrifice. The mystic symbol of this sacrifice we celebrate in our oblations, familiar to the
faithful. . . . It follows that justice is found where God, the one supreme God, rules an obedient
City according to his grace, forbidding sacrifice to any being save himself alone; and where in
consequence the soul rules the body in all men who belong to this City and obey God, and the
reason faithfully rules the vices in a lawful system of subordination; so that just as the individual
righteous man lives on the basis of faith, which is active in love, so the association, or people, of
righteous men lives on the same basis of faith, active in love, the love in which a man loves God



as God ought to be loved, and loves his neighbour as himself. But where this justice does not
exist, there is certainly no “association of men united by a common sense of right and by a
community of interest.” Therefore there is no commonwealth; for where there is no “people,”
there is no “weal of the people.” (Augustine 1977, 889–90)Augustine quite rightly identifies
politics with questions of sacrifice. But Augustine also knows well that power is constitutive of
politics. Indeed we will soon see political power exposed in Herod’s response to the news of the
birth of one who is identified by the “wise men from the East” as the “king of the Jews.” Herod
does not hesitate to murder in order to secure his power. So Matthew’s gospel is about “the
politics of Jesus,” which entails an alternative to the power politics of the world.[4] The politics of
Jesus, moreover, entails not only the politics in the gospel but also the politics of reading the
gospel. A right reading of the gospel requires a people who are shaped by the “oblation familiar
to the faithful,” that is, a community whose fundamental political act is the sacrifice of the altar—
an alternative to Herodian power politics.A theological reading of Matthew, therefore, reaffirms
that the church be an alternative politics to the politics of the world. The reading I try to provide of
Matthew’s gospel is not for “anyone,” though I hope many “anyones” will be attracted to Matthew
through the reading offered. Rather, this commentary is guided by the presumption that the
church is the politics that determines how Matthew is to be read. That politics, moreover, is one
that presumes, as the gospel of Matthew presumes, that the whole life of Jesus is to be
understood as determinative for the life of the church.In more strictly theological terms, the
political character of Jesus “the son of David, the son of Abraham” means that the person and
work of Christ cannot be separated. That Jesus’s teachings have been separated from what
some understand to be salvation reflects the accommodation of Christians to the world. The
doctrine of the incarnation has unfortunately been used by an accommodated church to give
itself the illusion it is faithful because it believes the right doctrine. But incarnation properly
understood means that Jesus’s person and work cannot be separated because Jesus saves by
making us participants in a new way of life. The name of that way of life is church.Too often the
emphasis on the incarnation leads some to focus on the birth or the crucifixion and resurrection
as the defining events of Jesus’s life. To emphasize the birth as the central event of Jesus’s life is
often associated with Eastern Christianity, whereas the West is thought to have focused on the
death and resurrection.[5] Whatever the truth may be in these characterizations of Eastern and
Western theology, what is clearly the case in the light of the gospel of Matthew is that either
emphasis fails to do justice to the gospel. Both ways of locating the significance of Jesus fail to
account for the significance of his calling the disciples, his teachings, his miracles, his
controversies with the leaders of Israel, his call to obey the law and the prophets. Too narrow a
focus on either his birth or death can become one of the ways that Jesus is depoliticized.
Incarnation rightly reminds us that Jesus is very God and very man, but that formula does not
mean we do not have to attend to Jesus’s whole life.Matthew’s narration of the salvation wrought
in Jesus requires a full disclosure of Jesus’s life, including his birth, his relation to the disciples,
his teaching and controversies, his miracles, his crucifixion and resurrection. The shape of the



gospel, the narrative of this life, is an indication of the kind of politics required for the kingdom
that Jesus proclaims. For example, too often those in the Christian tradition who represent quite
orthodox theologies of the incarnation ignore or provide tendentious readings of the Sermon on
the Mount in order to justify Christian participation in war. Yet the one who surely is very God and
very man is also, as is clear from Matthew’s gospel, the one who heals, teaches, calls disciples,
and was crucified and raised. A high Christology is but a correlative of a community that has
learned what it means to forgive enemies.Moreover, attention to the whole life of Jesus makes it
impossible to ignore Matthew’s understanding of the politics that God has been enacting
through his people Israel. Matthew believes that God, through Israel, has been about the
redemption of all that is and that that redemption entails the creation of a people called to be
holy. Accordingly, Matthew seeks to show how the story of this man Jesus requires that we see
how the story of Israel is open to the inclusion of the Gentiles. This is why the first verse of
Matthew’s Gospel announces nothing less than his intention to tell the story of the genesis of a
new age begun in this man Jesus, the Messiah long expected, “the son of David, the son of
Abraham.”The genealogy that Matthew provides from Abraham to Jesus is but a commentary on
the extraordinary claim that with Jesus we have a new beginning. The genealogy is divided into
three series, the first two consisting of fourteen generations and the last of thirteen generations.
The last group has only thirteen generations because the church that Jesus calls into existence
constitutes the fourteenth generation. It is not clear why Matthew may have thought fourteen to
be significant, but what is crucial is the story of Israel that Matthew tells through the
genealogy.The first generational history is meant to tell the story of Israel’s triumph as a nation,
for it ends with King David, who clearly represents for Matthew the climax of Israel’s history.
David, the mighty king, the lover of justice, ruled Israel in fulfillment of the law given to Moses
(Ps. 99). However, the history that Matthew tells in the genealogy is also one of loss, because
the next series climaxes with the Babylonian captivity, an exile that still haunts Israel’s life even
after the return to Palestine. Matthew, like the writers of the Old Testament, does not try to hide
Israel’s failure to trust God or God’s judgment on Israel’s unfaithfulness through exile. That Israel
continues to tell the stories of her failure is a witness to the community’s conviction—a
conviction learned through the hard discipline of prophetic lives and one that affirms the story it
has to tell—to the God who makes her very existence intelligible. Matthew becomes part of that
witness, testifying to God’s continued faithfulness to Israel through the coming of
Jesus.Accordingly the last genealogical series is about the restoration of Israel through the birth
of Jesus. To be Israel’s Messiah means that Jesus does not simply represent Israel, but that he
is the renewing of the law, he is the promise of the land, and he is the temple. Jesus is the long-
awaited king. He is the restoration of all that makes Israel the promised people. Through
Joseph’s adoption, Jesus stands in the line of David, becoming for Israel its king unlike the kings
of this world. Jesus is the climax of Matthew’s genealogical story of Israel’s past, at once
representing Israel’s story while profoundly transforming the very categories of its
existence.Matthew’s genealogy also includes the names of four women: Tamar (Gen. 38),



Rahab (Josh. 2), Ruth, and Bathsheba wife of Uriah (2 Sam. 11–12; 1 Kgs. 1). That Matthew
names these women is unusual because the genealogies of Israel (e.g., those in Gen. 5; 10; 11)
are lists consisting of only males. That Matthew names these women, therefore, cannot be
insignificant. Some suggest that they represent women who engaged in sexually doubtful
activity, thus preparing the reader for the irregularity of Jesus’s conception. Such a reading,
however, does not seem to do justice to Ruth’s relationship with Boaz.[6] It seems more likely,
given the role that Gentiles will play throughout his gospel, that Matthew names these women,
who are in different ways outsiders to Israel, to indicate how God has used them to sustain the
promise people. These women are not clearly from the people of Israel, yet they serve God’s
providential care of Israel by quite literally making the Davidic line possible. Confronted with
untenable situations that seem to preclude their full inclusion, these women use their wits to
force the men of Israel to claim them as members of God’s promise. They prefigure the
Canaanite woman who calls to Jesus to cure her daughter tormented by a demon (Matt. 15:21–
28). Jesus at first refuses to answer her, responding that he was sent only to “the lost sheep of
the house of Israel.” But she kneels before him, confessing, as we confess in the prayer of
humble access, that she is ready like the dogs, an Israelite description of Gentiles, to eat the
crumbs that fall from the master’s table. Jesus commends her faith and heals her
daughter.These women (and it is not accidental that they are women) represent the undeniable
reality that God’s promise to Israel has spread to the Gentiles. Matthew’s gospel is the ongoing
commentary on this reality and the tension it represents for understanding Jesus’s mission.
Matthew does not try to resolve the tension created by the brute fact that Jesus is acknowledged
by those who are not Israel. And we, from our position two thousand years later, cannot assume
that we know how to resolve the tension created by the promise of Israel including the Gentiles.
All we know, because Matthew makes it a point to show us, is that Gentiles recognize Jesus.
Therefore, it is crucial that we not seek solutions that would make it impossible for us to read
Matthew’s gospel with a faith like that of the Canaanite woman. Like her, we must recognize that
Jesus has the power to restore us to life even if it means we receive God’s gifts as crumbs from
the table.In his wonderful sermon “The Genealogy of Christ,” Herbert McCabe suggests that in
his genealogy Matthew was reminding us that Jesus was tied to the squalid reality of human life
often exemplified in our sexual behavior as well as our politics. McCabe runs through the list of
characters that make up the genealogy, noting they are anything but an admirable group of folk.
The unscrupulous but entertaining Jacob won his position in the line that leads to Christ by lying
and cheating his blind father; David, the ruthless and highly successful bandit, unites the tribes
of Israel through intrigue and murder; Rehoboam son of Solomon loses most of David’s gains
through arrogance and greed; Ahaziah son of Ahab continued his father’s ways as a sadistic
mass murderer. McCabe notes that things get only relatively better with the exile partly because
the line of kings ends or at least we do not know their names.Matthew’s genealogy, therefore, is
a stark indication that God’s plan is not always accomplished through pious people, but through
“passionate and thoroughly disreputable people.” According to McCabe, the moral is almost too



obvious to belabor: Jesus did not belong to the nice clean world of middle-class respectability,
but rather he “belonged to a family of murders, cheats, cowards, adulterers and liars—he
belonged to us and came to help us, no wonder he came to a bad end, and gave us some
hope” (1987, 246–49, at 249).Matthew’s genealogy is thus made possible by the resurrected
Jesus’s charge to the disciples to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I
have commanded you” (Matt. 28:19–20). The gospel has gone to the Gentiles, but this does not
mean that the special character of the people of Israel is denied, for God’s promise of salvation
to Israel through the law—as the women named in the genealogy indicate—was never restricted
to Israel.The story of Jesus’s birth makes clear the extraordinary story that Matthew has to tell of
God’s action on our behalf. Mary, engaged to Joseph, is pregnant with a child “from the Holy
Spirit.” This is no ordinary conception, but rather this is God acting on our behalf by becoming
fully one of us. We stand, therefore, before what the church will learn to describe as the mystery
of the incarnation. The timeless one is here conceived in time through the work of the Holy Spirit,
that is, the third person of the Trinity. It is often said that the Holy Spirit is an afterthought in
modern theology, but the Spirit is certainly present in Matthew’s gospel from the beginning
(Rogers 2005, 117). For Matthew, the work of the Spirit is to point to the humanity of Christ. Thus
at the baptism of Jesus the heavens open, and “he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove
and alighting on him” (Matt. 3:16). It is the same work of the Spirit that we seek when we pray,
“And we most humbly beseech thee, O merciful Father, to hear us, and with thy Word and Holy
Spirit, to bless and sanctify these gifts of bread and wine, that they may be for us the Body and
Blood of thy dearly beloved Son, Jesus Christ” (Book of Common Prayer 1979, 342).That the
Holy Spirit is necessary for our recognition of Jesus as the Son of God is not surprising, given
our presumption that it is surely not possible for God to be one of us. Our temptation is to believe
that if God is God then God must be the biggest thing around. Accordingly we describe God with
an unending list of superlatives: omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent. God is all powerful, all
knowing, and everywhere present, but these descriptions make it difficult for some to
understand how God can be conceived by the Spirit in Mary. Yet that is to presume we know
what it means for God to be omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent prior to God being found in
Mary’s womb. Admittedly this challenges our presumption that we can assume we can know
what God must be prior to knowing Jesus, but such presumption is just another word for sin. By
Mary’s conception through the Spirit, our prideful assumption that we are capable of knowing
God on our own terms is challenged. As Jesus will later claim, a claim inherent in his conception:
“All things have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the
Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to
reveal him” (Matt. 11:27).Too often those who worry about whether we are required to believe in
the virgin birth do so assuming they are being asked to believe something for which there is no
evidence. But Matthew is telling the story of the God who refuses to abandon us—and even
becomes one of us that we might be redeemed. Virgin births are not surprising given that this is



the God who has created us without us, but (as Augustine observes) who will not save us
without us. What the Father does through the Spirit to conceive Mary’s child is not something
different than what God does through creation. God does not need to intervene in creation,
because God has never been absent from creation.[7] Creation is not “back there,” but is God’s
ongoing love of all he has willed and continues to will to exist.What should startle us, what
should stun us, is not that Mary is a virgin, but that God refuses to abandon us. Here, in the
announcement of Mary’s pregnancy is, in the words of Karl Barth, the humanity of God:God’s
high freedom in Jesus Christ is His freedom for love. The divine capacity which operates and
exhibits itself in that superiority and subordination is manifestly also God’s capacity to bend
downwards, to attach Himself to another and this other to Himself, to be together with him. This
takes place in that irreversible sequence, but in it is completely real. In that sequence there
arises and continues in Jesus Christ the highest communion of God with man. God’s deity is
thus no prison in which He can exist only in and for Himself. It is rather His freedom to be in and
for Himself but also with and for us, to assert but also to sacrifice Himself, to be wholly exalted
but also completely humble, not only almighty but also almighty mercy, not only Lord but also
servant, not only judge but also Himself the judged, not only man’s eternal king but also his
brother in time. And all that without in the slightest forfeiting His deity! All that, rather, in the
highest proof and proclamation of His deity! He who does and manifestly can do all that, He and
no other is the living God. So constituted is His deity, the deity of the God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. In Jesus Christ it is in this way operative and recognizable. If He is the Word of Truth,
then the truth of God is exactly this and nothing else. (Barth 1960, 48–49 [emphasis
original])God’s actuality means that any attempt to explain, to render the virgin birth explicable in
naturalistic terms, is a mistake. Just as we cannot explain creation we cannot and should not try
to explain how Jesus can at once be fully God and fully man. Nicea and Chalcedon do not
explain the Trinity and incarnation, but rather they teach us how to speak of the mystery of God
without explanation. Accordingly Nicea and Chalcedon reproduce the character of the gospels,
that is, the only way to speak of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ is to tell the story, the
story of Mary’s being found with child though she and Joseph had not “known one another.” That
is why Matthew does not try to prepare us for the story of Mary by providing a transition from the
genealogies to the story of Mary’s pregnancy. Rather, he tells us in a straightforward, if not blunt,
manner that “the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way.” Again we see that Matthew
does not assume that it is his task to make God’s work intelligible to us, but rather his task is to
show us how we can live in light of Jesus’s conception and birth.“Christ has died, Christ has
risen, Christ will come again,” we rightly affirm at every Eucharist. But these affirmations should
not tempt us to forget that “Christ was born.” The second person of the Trinity was conceived and
born needing the care of a mother.[8] To be human is to be vulnerable, but to be a baby is to be
vulnerable in a manner we spend a lifetime denying. Indeed Jesus was a baby refusing to forego
the vulnerability that would climax in his crucifixion. And as such, Jesus was entrusted to the
care of Mary and Joseph. They could not save him from the crucifixion, but they were



indispensable agents to making his life possible. We rightly celebrate, therefore, the Holy
Family.Matthew’s story of Mary’s pregnancy lacks the charm and detail of Luke’s account, but
that may well be its value. One of the great enemies of the gospel is sentimentality, and the
stories surrounding Jesus’s birth have proven to be ready material for maudlin sentiment.
Matthew’s account of Jesus’s conception and birth is unapologetically realistic. Joseph, not
Mary, is the main actor. John Chrysostom praises Joseph as a man of exceptional self-restraint
since he must have been free of that most tyrannical passion, jealousy. Unwilling to cause Mary
distress, to expose her to public disgrace, he planned to dismiss her discreetly. Joseph,
therefore, refused to act according to the law, but rather chose to act in a manner that Jesus
himself would later exemplify by his attitude toward known sinners (Matt. 9:10–13).Yet Joseph
still required a revelation so that he would know the character of Mary’s pregnancy. He is also
given the honor to name Jesus as the new Joshua capable of rescuing his people from their
sins. The Joshua of old had been given the task of conquering the promised land, but this
Joshua is sent to save his people from their sins, making it possible for them to live as the
people of the promise. Joseph did as he was instructed, taking Mary for his wife and naming his
son Jesus.Moreover, Matthew tells us all this was done so that the prophecy of Isa. 7:14 would
be fulfilled. This is the first time that Matthew uses the formula “all this took place to fulfill what
had been spoken by the Lord,” but he will use the formula often to show how Jesus fulfilled the
prophecies of the Old Testament. It is tempting to suggest that Matthew is forcing his material to
conform to a prior template, but that is to assume Mary was not in fact a virgin when in fact she
must have been. We now rightly know how to read Isa. 7:14 because Mary is the young woman
and she is a virgin.Mary had to be a virgin, because Jesus is the Son of God. There is no way to
prove Mary’s virginity other than to observe that without Mary’s virginity the story cannot be told.
Mary’s virginity is simply required by the way the story runs. The one to whom she gave birth is
none other than Emmanuel, “God with us,” and such a one can have no other father than the
Father who is the first person of the Trinity. It is important that Isa. 7:14 be fulfilled, but that a
virgin should give birth to the Son is crucial for our understanding of the character of the
Father.We do not have “here am I” in Matthew as we do with Luke’s Mary, but that does not in
any way lessen Mary’s significance. Without Mary’s obedience, without Mary’s willingness to
receive the Holy Spirit, our salvation would be in doubt. Raniero Cantalamessa, therefore, quite
rightly entitles his 1992 book Mary: Mirror of the Church. With some justification Mary is often
identified as the second Eve, but Mary is also our Abraham. Just as Abraham obeyed God’s call
for him to leave his familiar land to journey to a foreign destination, so Mary through her
willingness to become the very Mother of God is the beginning of the church. She is the firstborn
of the new creation faithfully responding to the Son who calls into being a new people. Just as
Abraham is the father of Israel, so Mary is the mother of the church.All of this means that when
Christians lose the significance of Mary in the economy of salvation we also risk losing our
relation with the people of Israel. Jesus is born of a Jewish mother. His flesh is Jewish flesh. To
be sure Jewish flesh is human, but Christians dare not forget that the flesh that is “very man” is



particularly the flesh of Mary. Matthew will not let us forget that the one born of Mary is he who
has come to free Israel from its sins. Jesus is very God and very man, but that formula does not
mean we can ever forget that the God he is, and the man he is, is the same God that has
promised to always be faithful to the people of Israel.MATTHEW 2Terror and Escape“In the time
of King Herod” may seem like a return to reality. Apocalyptic time, creation time, the time of
Jesus’s conception—given the way we assume the world works—may seem unreal. But
apocalyptic time intersects everyday time, the time of Herod, creating a political crisis. Jesus, the
eternal Son of the Father, is born into Herod’s time. The story of Jesus’s conception and birth is
not a mythical story, but rather a story that shapes the time in which we live. It is a time in which
rulers rule, assuming that they determine the story that constitutes time—for those who rule
assume that time is determined by power. For example, in recent time it is often said that we live
in the American century. Like Herod, Americans believe we are in control of time because all
people must tell their time, must tell their stories, in relation to the American story.Herods,
however, are seldom as powerful as they think. Herod is king only because it pleases the
Romans to have him rule over this troublesome region peopled by the equally troubling Judeans.
Herod is a pawn used by Rome to maintain order useful to Rome. Jesus is born in an occupied
land, a small outpost, on the edge of a mighty empire. Jesus is eventually killed under Rome’s
authority, and at the time his death will mean nothing to Rome. How could Rome know that this
man would be the most decisive political challenge it would face? Rome knew how to deal with
enemies: you kill them or co-opt them. But how do you deal with a movement, a kingdom whose
citizens refuse to believe that violence will determine the meaning of history? The movement
that Jesus begins is constituted by people who believe that they have all the time in the world,
made possible by God’s patience, to challenge the world’s impatient violence by cross and
resurrection.Too often the political significance of Jesus’s birth, a significance that Herod
understood all too well, is lost because the church, particularly the church in America, reads the
birth as a confirmation of the assumed position that religion has within the larger framework of
politics. That is, the birth of Jesus is not seen as a threat to thrones and empires because
religion concerns the private. Such a view does not intentionally downplay the importance of the
gospel, since it is assumed that the private deals with the most important aspect of our life,
which is often labeled “morality.” The gospel of Matthew, however, knows no distinction between
the public (the political) and the private. Jesus is born into time, threatening the time of Herod
and Rome. Jesus, as the genealogy makes clear, is king in the line of David, but he is a king who
will redeem kingship from its former state of exile. Warren Carter is right, therefore, to claim that
thedivine presence is manifested in Jesus (Mt. 1:23; 28:20) and in the community committed to
him (18:20). The revelation of God’s presence in Jesus’ conception and birth (Mt. 1:18–25)
brings a violent response from one of the empire’s vassal kings (Mt. 2). The scene’s theme and
vocabulary are reminiscent both of Pharaoh’s opposition to Moses’ freeing God’s people from
slavery in Egypt and of Jesus’ crucifixion by the religious and political elite. . . . The gospel tells a
story of a prophetic figure who suffers the worst that the empire can do to him, execution by



crucifixion. But his resurrection and subsequent coming in power expose the limits of Roman
power. The gospel constructs an alternative world. It resists imperial claims. It refuses to
recognize that the world has been ordered on these lines. It offers an alternative understanding
of the world and human existence centered on God manifested in Jesus. It creates an alternative
community and shapes an anti-imperial praxis. (Carter 2003, 42–43)“Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near” is John the Baptist’s sermon (Matt. 3:2), which Jesus will also proclaim
(4:17). The kingdom is not some inner sanctuary, but rather the kingdom is an alternative world,
an alternative people, an alternative politics. That is what it means for Jesus to be an
apocalyptic. He is, in his person and in his work, God’s embodied kingdom. The temptation for
Christians in modernity is to equate the kingdom with ideals that we assume represent the best
of human endeavor: freedom, equality, justice, respect for the dignity of each person. These are
all worthy goals that Christians have every reason to support, but goals that are not in
themselves the kingdom. To equate these ideals with the kingdom is to separate the kingdom
from the one who proclaims the kingdom. “Jesus is Himself the established Kingdom of
God” (Barth 1936–77, 2.2.177). Or in Origen’s classical phrase, Jesus is the autobasileia—the
kingdom in person (1926, 498).So Herod, upon hearing the news that “wise men from the East”
have come to Jerusalem asking about a child who has been born “king of the Jews,” was
appropriately concerned. Herod’s fear of this baby reveals the depth of his fragility. Herods know
that their positions require constant vigilance, because any change may well make their insecure
positions more insecure. Herods rule in fear by employing fear as a means to secure power: if
you do not like my rule, if you do not obey me, you will like the direct rule of the Romans even
less. So “all Jerusalem with him” is fearful, indicating that Herod’s rule is possible because the
fear of those he rules makes Herod’s rule seem necessary. And like all who rule by fear, the last
thing Herod, or those he rules, wants is to be surprised. It cannot, therefore, be good news that
strangers appear believing a king has been born. Moreover, their reason for finding the new king
is so they may worship him.Herod has a reputation for being crafty. He is an experienced ruler.
He could have told these strangers from the East that they were surely confused. Herod is the
king of the Jews. But intrigue is a way of life for Herods. Although he is frightened by the new
threat to his power, Herod knows what to do. He calls to him the chief priests and scribes (not
always his natural allies) and inquires where the Messiah is to be born. They are the intellectuals
of the day—educated, as intellectuals usually are, to serve those in power. They know their Bible
and, like many who know the Bible in our day, know how to read the Bible in a manner most
useful to suit their ruler’s desire.They direct Herod’s attention to the prophecy in Mic. 5:2, which
says that the ruler of Israel, the one who will be a shepherd for the people, will come not from
Jerusalem but from Bethlehem. The difference between Herod’s rule and the one to be born in
Bethlehem could not be more stark. The one to come does not depend on the accouterments of
power associated with past political regimes. He will enter Jerusalem when the time is right on a
donkey (Matt. 21:1–2). He is to be born in Bethlehem, which has never been one of the power
centers of Judah. Moreover, his rule is to be that of a shepherd. He will have no power but the



power that comes from his love of the lost sheep of Israel.The cosmic signs heralding this birth
should not be surprising, given that the love born in this humble place is the love that moves the
sun and the stars. It is the same love that Jesus will use later to calm the winds and the sea,
amazing his frightened disciples (Matt. 8:21–27). And though the king comes to shepherd the
lost sheep of Israel, this love is clearly not restricted to Israel. Wise men, non-Israelites, have
observed a star signaling the king’s birth.The wise men confirm the church’s conviction
articulated at Vatican I that we should believe that God’s existence is in principal open to rational
demonstration. In 1 Cor. 14:22 Paul says that even those who speak in tongues may be a sign for
unbelievers, that is, to those who do not know the prophecies made to Israel. That wise men
from the East will find their way to Jesus by the sign of a star should, therefore, not be surprising.
But it is also the case that this “natural knowledge” requires narration through the stories that
have been given us in scripture. Guided by hope, the wise men follow the star, but it is not
sufficient to lead them to the place of Jesus’s birth. They assume that the king of the Jews will be
born in Jerusalem, the capital city, but they need help; and that help comes from the most
unlikely of sources, Herod, who has been taught by his advisors who know the scriptures where
to find the child.Herod, informed by his wise men, in secret calls the wise men from the East to
him, learns from them when the star appeared, and sends them to Bethlehem. He calls them in
secret because he does not want to make credible the presumption that a king has been born.
But he tells the wise men that he would also like to go and pay homage to the one who has been
born a king. Herod’s role in the narrative should not be overlooked, for without Herod the wise
men might not have found the one they sought. The enemies of the kingdom often serve the
movement begun in Jesus.The wise men, heeding Herod’s advice, continue to follow the star
that goes before them. The star stops over the place where Jesus is born, paying homage to the
child and eliciting from the wise men overwhelming joy. These wise men, men schooled to
appreciate the complexity of the world, see the mother and child, and they worship him. If this is
not the Messiah, if this is not the one born to be king, if this is not the Son of God, then what
these wise men do is idolatry. That they are able to see the worthiness of this one who alone can
be worshiped was surely a gift from the Father. The same gift gives hope to all Gentiles, for
through this child we have been called to participate in the alternative world signaled by his birth.
Moreover, like the wise men, it turns out that God has given us gifts of bread and wine to be
offered so that the world may know that there is an alternative to Herod.The wise men are
warned in a dream not to return to Herod but to return to their own country by another road. It is
quite significant that the wise men return to their own country. It seems that God did not mean for
them to stay in Israel, which, given the joy they experienced, must have been a temptation.
Rather, they are charged to return home, becoming an outpost, a witness, to the joy they have
experienced. The journey they undertake becomes for us part of the story that brings us joy. That
journey might well be called “another road” that we too must take. The kingdom is a journey,
another road, whereby followers of Jesus may well find that they are strangers even when they
are “at home.”Indeed Joseph soon discovers through another dream that he must take Mary and



the child on a journey to Egypt to escape Herod’s wrath. Joseph’s namesake could interpret the
dreams of the Egyptians, but Joseph is given the gift to trust his own dreams. So Jesus is taken
to Egypt, fulfilling God’s declaration in Hosea that he will call Israel, his son, out of Egypt. “The
son of David, the son of Abraham” is also the new Moses called to lead his people to the land of
faithfulness.
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Craig, “It depends on what you are looking for. This book should receive either four or five stars.
Here's the five-star review: If you like Hauerwas and his other works, you will greatly enjoy this
book. Hauerwas uses the teachings of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew as a springboard to dive
into a pool of reflection. Primarily, he seems to want to explore the political implications (as he
sees them) of Jesus' words. It is a work of theology, and, as I said, if you appreciate Hauerwas,
you should and will like this book very much. It is very well written and includes an abundance of
connections between Matthew and the rest of the Bible, such as the life of Jesus as a re-telling
of the story of Israel itself.However, I give it four stars. Here's the four-star review in brief: If you
want a COMMENTARY on the book written by MATTHEW--I would look elsewhere. Overall it's
still a very good book, but not what I would call a commentary. It depends on what you are
looking for.”

scourge39, “Finally....a book on discipleship that's actually Christocentric!!!. Stanley Hauerwas'
theological commentary on Matthew approaches this Gospel from a thematic standpoint, largely
centered on the implications of following Christ. It also addresses relevant topics such as
abortion, homosexuality and marriage in a timely, penetrating way. Throughout this volume,
Hauerwas interacts with the writings of theologians such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Karl Barth and
John Howard Yoder. As expected, Christian ethics and pacifism are well explicated at key points
throughout this book. He gently challenges the Reformational understanding that views the
Sermon on the Mount as Law rather than Gospel, and argues that it reflects the obligations now
placed upon all who call themselves Christians. His explanation of the relationship between
Israel and the Church is seemingly vague, which undoubtedly will frustrate both
Dispensationalists and Covenantalists alike. At one point, he seems to question the eternal
nature of the human soul by implication without explicitly denying it. Interestingly, he interprets
Jesus' reference in Matthew 24:15 to 'the abomination that causes desolation' from Daniel 9:27
as a prediction of Christ's own crucifixion, which brought about the subsequent end of the
Jewish Temple system. The section on Matthew 24 and 25 contains a healthy discussion about
the nature of apocalyptic literature and its relationship to our anticipation of the Second Coming.
It is a welcome corrective to the paranoia peddled by the authors of the Left Behind series.
Hauerwas' interpretative decisions clearly demonstrate his familiarity with current Matthean
scholarship. My only minor quibble is that he doesn't articulate why he chose one particular
interpretation over another. This is especially important when dealing with passages like
Matthew 24:15. I recommend that those planning to preach or teach through Matthew
supplement Hauerwas' volume, which only offers broad commentary on each chapter and
subsequently doesn't address the entire text of Matthew in a verse-by-verse manner, with R.T.
France's The Gospel of Matthew in the NICNT series, which is the most thorough commentary
on this Gospel currently available.Christians need to see why some interpretations are more



viable than others. This is one of the primary reasons why people consult commentaries in the
first place. While it's true that more linguistically-oriented exegetical commentaries already do
this, it would be refreshing for the Brazos Theological Commentary to explain why certain
interpretations are THEOLOGICALLY correct while others are erroneous. Hopefully, subsequent
volumes will contain such helpful guidance whenever warranted (Particularly Joseph L.
Mangina's volume on Revelation). Offering specific theological defenses of particular
interpretations versus other options would be a very useful void for subsequent volumes in this
series to fill. It would also make each volume even more useful for preaching and teaching. I
certainly hope that series editor, R. R. Reno, will move future volumes in this direction.Even
when I disagreed with some of Hauerwas' observations, I was still thankful for his willingness to
be provocative in constructive ways. All of his provocative statements are certainly plausible
rather than improbable and will stretch one out of their comfort zone. This commentary will
serve pastors, teachers and laypeople immensely as they endeavor to follow Christ in our
increasingly complex world. Hauerwas gives plenty of good insight that will greatly enrich
sermons, Sunday school classes, Bible studies, and times of private reflection. Above all, it will
challenge anyone who reads it to count the cost of following Christ. Highly recommended,
regardless of one's theological persuasion!”

HTC, “Finally. I have so many Biblical commentaries and they all say the same thing. They are all
based on historical-critical approach, which is fine for teaching a Bible study, but I find useless
for preaching. This is now my go-to commentary. I can get a quick and interesting theological
framework of the text and take it from there to apply to the lives of the parishioners.”

John Wiggins, “Five Stars. This is an excellent resource. It is easy to read, but does not sacrifice
technical, or scarlerley information.Buy it.”

J. Schmidt, “Five Stars. Outstanding commentary. I read it through. Hauerwas is an outstanding
theologian who respects the presence of the holy.”

Carol F. Wilson, “This book has been so helpful to me in studying .... This book has been so
helpful to me in studying Matthew. Dr. Hauerwas doesn't go off on wild tangents or try to
appease interest groups on social issues. I trust his expertise.”

Tim Darst, “Five Stars. Fantastic commentary. I use it for my studies for youth group on Wed.
nights.”

Malcolm U, “Disturbing and thought provoking...Great Commentary.. First of all this isn't a verse
by verse commentary, but Hauerwas's interpretive study is a real witness to the Gospel. At times
it makes the reader uncomfortable. Its challenging yet simultaneously encouraging. Its rare to
encounter a commentary that is so meaningful for the present time. I'm an Anglican pastor and



every priest or minister ought to buy the book and study it. In former ages the Church Fathers,
and even more recently, preachers interpreted the Bible theologically. Evangelists such as
Wesley and Spurgeon are good examples. Hauerwass reasserts the priority of a theological
reading of the Holy Scriptures. On completing the book I came away knowing that I'd been both
strengthened and renewed in faith.”
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