Introduction: ‘God with us’

Matthew’s Gospel makes it clear at its beginning and its end that our primary relationship, upon which all others depend, is the promise – and the challenge – that in Jesus Christ God is with us.

For centuries, the Gospel of Matthew was the gospel in the life of the church. Its position in our bibles – placed as the first of the gospels, and the first book in the New Testament – reflects the privileged place that it was accorded. There are other ways its comparative importance can be illustrated. If you look at the Church of England’s 1662 Book of Common Prayer you will find that the gospel readings selected each week for the service of holy communion come disproportionately from Matthew. Matthew’s Gospel provides the Sunday gospel in the Book of Common Prayer considerably more often than the other synoptic gospels, and if an incident in the life of Jesus appears in Matthew’s Gospel, as well as in Mark or Luke, it will normally be the version in Matthew which is selected for the lectionary. 

There were good reasons for the preference for Matthew in the church’s life. Above all because Matthew is a gospel which itself takes very seriously the internal life of the church and the need for its proper ‘order’. You can see this, for example, in Matthew 18, where there is a whole chapter basically devoted to problems and conflicts between church members – and how to resolve them. Matthew is in fact the only one of the gospels that actually includes the word ‘church’ (ekklesia in Greek). You can find this word in Matthew 16:18 and 18:17, but nowhere else in any of the gospels. Matthew also wants to show us how Jesus, who he clearly portrays as Lord of the Church, was a great teacher. So he includes a great deal of teaching material – for example, the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5–7. Similarly, Matthew believed that the task of the first disciples, those who had been taught by Jesus, was to become in turn the teachers of others. As a result, when over the centuries the Church was looking for guidance and teaching on a whole range of issues – ethical, doctrinal or relating to the church’s ministry and mission – it was natural that church leaders should turn to Matthew. Matthew has been described as ‘an authoritative gospel, a gospel for popes, prelates and priests’. (Angela Tilby)

But the second half of the twentieth century saw a reaction against all this. The welcome rediscovery of the significance of Mark’s Gospel led to a corresponding decrease in the traditional preference for Matthew. The two gospels feel so very different. In Mark’s gospel, Jesus seems to be in a perpetual hurry – he is ‘a fast God’ (to quote RS Thomas) always on the move, who only rarely has time to stop, sit down and teach his followers (eg Mark 4). This Jesus is elusive, vulnerable and destined to suffer in a way that is quite different to the picture that Matthew presents. However, the Jesus of Mark is certainly a figure that resonated with the spirit of the later twentieth century. The Jesus we meet through the eyes of Mark’s Gospel speaks powerfully to people who have lived through the Second World War, the awful scale of suffering produced by the holocaust and Hiroshima, the persecution of Christians in many communist regimes, and then the impatience and questioning of authority which marked the 1960s onwards. Matthew’s Gospel seems to some to reflect a different age: a time when people had time – and were prepared to listen – to the ‘experts’, when the church was powerful and could expect due deference, when certainties were popular and when authority (of all sorts) did not expect to be questioned or held to account. And, so in the last decades of the twentieth century, less attention was given to Matthew. 

But perhaps it is now time to rediscover the riches of this gospel! One of the benefits of the Common Worship lectionary is that the lectionary devotes a year to each of the synoptic gospels in turn, and when (as in 2008) it is the Year of Matthew, this provides us with an ideal impetus and opportunity to engage seriously with Matthew’s Gospel. Certainly Matthew has some very important wisdom to offer to Christians when they are thinking about relationships – the theme of this particular Lent course. And though, on the surface, Matthew may seem to be very ‘neat’ and structured, putting everything and everybody in their proper place, you don’t in fact have to dig very deeply below the surface before you discover that Matthew can be quite subversive, offering us a new twist on things that seemed rather straightforward and obvious.

It is helpful to begin by taking a look at the structure of Matthew’s Gospel. Like Mark’s Gospel, Matthew presents the story of the ministry of Jesus to us in the form of a journey which begins in Galilee, then moves to Jerusalem for Jesus’ passion and death. (Though Matthew also has an introduction in which Jesus is born in Bethlehem and an important postscript in which Jesus returns to Galilee at the very end of the gospel.) But unlike the journey that Mark takes us on – which can make us almost breathless with its speed at times – our journey accompanying Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel is much more stately and measured. It is punctuated by five major pauses, where the journey slows right down, and Jesus exercises his ministry as a teacher.

These five blocks of teaching material are as follows:

1. Matthew 5–7. ‘The Sermon on the Mount’. Jesus offers his disciples (and perhaps also the crowds) ethical teaching and ideals.

2. Matthew 10:5-42. Jesus sends his disciples out and gives them important teaching about the nature and practice of mission. 

3. Matthew 13:1-53. Jesus teaches in parables such as the Parable of the Sower about the kingdom of heaven. Initially the teaching is offered to the crowds (verses 1-9) but then it seems to be addressed particularly to the disciples (verses 10 onwards). 

4. Matthew 18.1-35. Jesus teaches his disciples about relationships and discipline in the internal life of the church. 

5. Matthew 23–25. Jesus teaches the crowds (Matthew 23), and then his disciples privately (Matthew 24–25) about future judgement, which will accompany the final establishment of the kingdom. 

This neat pattern of five points where Jesus offers teaching is unlikely to be accidental. Matthew is probably intending us to recall the ‘Pentateuch’ – or five books of the law (Genesis–Deuteronomy). He wants to make us aware that Jesus was a teacher like Moses, though also much greater than Moses. So, for example, the first block of teaching, Matthew 5–7, is set on a mountain, which reminds us of Mount Sinai, the mountain where Moses received the ten commandments and from which he taught them the law. 

The link with Moses is of course also made at the very beginning and the very end of the gospel. The story of the birth of Jesus, as it is told in Matthew 1-2, contains many allusions to the birth of Moses centuries before. Just as Pharaoh tried to kill all the baby boys in Egypt and Moses amazingly escaped, so too Herod tried to kill all the baby boys in Bethlehem and Jesus was miraculously saved (and his family actually travelled to Egypt). Then at the very end of the story Jesus commissions his disciples for mission (Matthew 28:16-20), standing again on a mountain-top, reminiscent perhaps of Moses both on Mount Sinai and Mount Nebo, the latter being the mountain where Moses bade farewell to the people of Israel and ‘commissioned’ them for their future.

In his gospel, Matthew seems to have used a particular literary pattern which is employed by a number of biblical writers. It is called the ‘chiastic’ structure – named after the Greek letter chi. In the same way that this x-shaped letter ‘crosses over’, so in a ‘chiastic’ pattern, the beginning and end of a book (or article, or chapter, etc) ‘cross over’ and link up with each other. Then you start working your way in towards the middle and finding other sets of ‘cross over’ links as you do. It can be fascinating – and it does seem to have been a pattern that was very popular in the New Testament period. 

If we look at the five blocks of teaching in Matthew we do find that there are particular links between blocks 1 and 5 (they are much longer than the others for example), and between blocks 2 and 4. The third block of teaching material (chapter 13) stands by itself in the middle, and is particularly significant for understanding the structure of the gospel. As we look at some of the biblical passages week by week we will reflect on how our grasp of this pattern can assist us to explore the gospel, and what it has to say about relationships more fully.

But there is also another crucial example of ‘chiastic’ structure at the beginning and end of this gospel. It is in Matthew 1:23 and Matthew 28:20. It is the clue to understanding the whole gospel. In Matthew 1:23 we are told that the child to be born will be called ‘Emmanuel’, which means ‘God is with us’. In Matthew 28:20, Jesus, who has just been worshipped as divine by his disciples (verse 17), proclaims as his final words: ‘Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’

What Matthew wants to say by using this chiastic device at the beginning and end, is that the whole of his gospel must be understood in this frame. The fact that through Jesus Christ God is with us, not only in the earthly life of Jesus but also for all future time, determines how we need to read Matthew’s story. Everything is to be understood from this life and history-changing premise – that in Jesus Christ ‘God is with us’.

This Lent course focuses on many different sorts of relationships. For Matthew, the ‘given’ and ‘prior’ relationship which has become the basis for all our other relationships – in church, family, community and world – is our relationship with the God who is ‘Emmanuel’ and has chosen to be with us. This ongoing relationship with God through Jesus undergirds and sustains all our other relationships. This truth is recalled each week in the opening prayer which sets the scene for the particular relationship which will be explored during that week. 

Perhaps you might also find it helpful to use, as you journey through Lent towards Easter, the following prayer with its refrain which echoes those final words of Jesus and his promise to remain in relationship with us forever.

We are wayfarers, following roads

to the ends of the earth,

pilgrims on our way to the end of the age.

Refrain:

‘Behold I am with you

to the end of the age.’

We are travellers on the road to freedom,

a community of grace

with good news for all we meet.

Behold…

We'll travel lightly, travel together,

learn as we go; we are disciples,

our mission is love,

the journey is long.

Behold…

We travel with authority

fearful of none;

we are sent, opponents of evil,

heralds of hope.

Behold…

We'll travel with humility,

no task is too small;

we are servants, the cross is our compass,

love is our sign.

Behold…

When the way is uncertain,

shadows are sinister,

and dangers threaten,

we'll not be afraid, but take heart.

Behold…
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