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Chapter 9

Matthew Within Judaism

Matthias Konradt

since the “Matthew within Judaism” perspective has been well established i
Matthean research for a couple of decades, a reflection on what it will fue dm
mentally change tisks carrying coals to Newcastle. The fundamental re:ﬁsa :
for locating Matthew within Judaism is the insight of the diversity of Jp udaisn:
in the first century CE, because this offers the option and nourishes the plau-
sibility of regarding Matthean characteristics not as alternatives to Judaism
put as peculiarities or as a special profile within Judaism. A lot of exegeticai
work has been done in this regard, and it does not seem to be exaggerated
that the “Matthew within Judaism” perspective has established itself as one
of the main areas of Matthean research in recent decades.' Nevertheless, there
is still much disputed terrain and some controversy among different positions
within the “Matthew within Judaism” perspective. To put it differently: The
“Jewishness” of Matthew is constructed in different ways. The most impor-
tant point of disagreement is the place of the nations in Matthew’s concep-
tual world and the related questions of the significance of the mission to the
nations for the community and the role of people from the nations within the
community. In particular, there is controversy concerning the circumcision of
Gentile believers. The present chapter is thus divided into two main sections.
First, I will illustrate, with representative examples, the strong and manifold
evidence that the evangelist can be heard as a Jewish voice and that his social
world, insofar as it is mirrored in the way he narrates the story of Jesus, is
Jewish in character. Secondly, I will turn to the role of Gentile believers.?
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. f Matthew’s Christology that point ¢ .

The most gonSPl‘;l‘,lO‘fmfﬁ):si (())n Jesus’s Davidic sonship, whli)ch It\f{;t(t)hzs
Jewish mi G 1sa feature of his portrayal of Jesus, whereas ths motif
develolils in;?a?gli);gﬁzgé in Mark (see Mark 12:35-37) and, as far ag thg oan
;Zn;Zi‘ZI, iot extant in the Sayings Source. Infieed, among the .New Testamen
writings it is only the Gospel of Matthew, in which the chrlstolggoumenon
of Jesus’s Davidic messiahship advances to the center of the leading ideas iy
the author’s Christological reflection. The relevance of this motif manifests
itself already in the heading of Matthew’s Gospel in 1:1, where Jesys Christ
is programmatically presented with the titles “Son of David” and “Son of
Abraham,” whereby “Son of David” is related to Matthew’s emphasis on
God’s commitment to Israel (cf. 2:6; 15:24 and elsewhere) and “Son of
Abraham” combines Abraham’s position as the progenitor of Israel with his
role as the bearer of the promise of universal blessings to all peoples (Gen
12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4). Matthew 1:18-25 explains why Jesus is in fact
descendant of David, even though Joseph is not his biological father. In2:1-
tlzﬁ(lzl;‘t‘tt};;v;’( icontinues to reflect Jesus’s Davidic messiahship in the Magi's
ng of the Jews, who has been born” and in the mixed quotation

from Mic 5.1 and 2 Sam 5.9 ; il _
‘ 12 1n Matt 2:6, w hepherd met?
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hope that the elimination of sickness is 5 sign of messianjc salv texts for the
2; 2 Bar. 29:7; 73:2). Fur?hern.lore, there is a fitting congey fa
Davidic Christology in :IEWISh history of the time of Writing Wi(:;l “;']anhgw’s
of the Jewish revolt against Rom.e in 70 CE, the hope for 3 mc;SSia he failure
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background’ Matthew’s presentation of Jesus as the i,
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peals points to an alternative within the Jewish messianic debattzessmh g
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not setting Matthey s Davidic

The Fundamental Role of the Scriptures of Israe]

Matthew narrates his Jesqs story with constant reference to the Scriptures
of Israel. In a survey article, I concluded that the density of the marked
and unmarked citations and (conceptual) allusions can only be sufficiently
explained with the assumption that “the final form of the Gospel is the result
of a long process of reflection by a Jewish-Christian group centered around
or in any case with the evangelist—a group that, on the one hand, articulated
in their gatherings the Jesus tradition that had been passed down to them
(already containing scriptural quotations and allusions) and, on the other,
intensively and independently read and reflected upon the Scripture.” Thus,
the numerous references to the Scriptures of Israel are a clear indicator for the
localization of Matthew within Judaism.

Thematically, Israel’s Scriptures are relevant not only for undergirding
and fleshing out Matthew’s Christology and for demonstrating that Jesus’s
ministry is in accordance with Scripture. References to Scripture also play
an important role, for example, in justifying the universality of salvation® and
in interpreting the conflict between Jesus and the authorities and the situa-
tion of the crowds because of the failure of the authorities. Matthew depicts
this conflict as prefigured in texts such as Ezek 34 and Jer 23:1-6, thereby
delegitimizing the authorities by presenting them as bad shepherds who were
repudiated by God. The manifold references to the authorities’ insufficient
knowledge of Scripture (9:13; 12:3-7; 19:4; 21:16, 42; 22:31) fit seam-
lessly here. In terms of textual pragmatics, these and other references have
10 be seen as an important part of the evangelist’s communicative strategy
that reflects the conflict with the Pharisee-dominated synagogues and thus,
again, points to a localization of Matthew within Judaism: In this f:onﬂlct,_th.e
appeals to Scripture reassure the addressees that the Christ-believing ekklésia
1s the true custodian of the theological traditions of Israel.
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The Role of the Torah in Matthew

nt role of the Torah (and the propbets) in Matthean ethicg and the
significance of the controversy \.>vith the Pharflseejs about' the proper interpre.
tation of the Torah provide a tpl'rd example for illustrating Matthey’s place
within Judaism. Matthew’s position toward the T01:ah has been a storm center
of Matthean research in the last decades. Taken with a pinch of salt, one ¢
state that the different positions on the relationship of Matthew and his cop,
munities to Judaism are reflected in the controversy over this question, Oy
the one side, some Matthean scholars superordinate Jesus’s teaching oyer
the Torah and argue that the Torah is marginalized or even overcome by the
instruction of the Matthean Jesus.” Over against this interpretive approach
stands the view—which has currently established itself as the majority posi-
tion—that Matthew regards himself as standing firmly on the ground of the
Torah® and seeks to present Jesus as the true interpreter of the Torah in con-
flict with the Pharisees. If one goes into details, one can distinguish different
subvariants of this second interpretive option. Roughly speaking, the firs
group emphasizes the validity of a// the commandments.® The second group
focuses more strongly on the weighting among the commandments (5:18-1%
12:5-7; 22:34-40; 23:23) as a fundamental element of the Matthean Toral
hermeneutic. This approach lets mercy (9:13; 12:7; 23:23) and—radically
understood—love (5:43-48; 19:19-21; 22:34-40), as well as the—
é‘;sglragié(':ally‘ understood—Decalogue commandments of the secor}g tib::
Su.gge—sﬁn, 1;.19§20; 19:18-19) come to the fore as leading aspects. IV:iOIHS
(15:1_20‘532 ‘at abbath observance (12:1-14; 24:20) and purity St‘p'u . o
-+ ~<0; 23:25-26), although not abrogated in principle, are de facto ™
ginalized in favor of the afo e p hical principles
have argued elsewhore rementlc?ned fundamentz'll ethical e
Where in support of this second subvariant and will 10

The importa
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. difference between the conservative, anti-He[leni«t: ition i :
Zr'] ddthose who consc?quently allegorize ritual com;trﬁrﬁ:ttﬂﬁg Ju:)llees'
O on criticized for this approach by Philo in Migr g9_g3, - T

Despite the substantial exegetical endeavor that
aken O Matthew anfi Fhe Tor.ah, there is still much work to be d
rom the “Matthew w1tl.11-n Judaism” perspective, As important as ?t io
examine Matthew’s posnt{on on individual topics like Sabbath, food lIS )
o oaths within the halakic discourse in Early Judaism® or to,anal zea‘:;s’
tradition.historical f:ontexts of Matthew’s interpretation of certair)ll come
5 andmeﬂtS»M there is also a need for studies that compare Matthew’s overali
understanding of the Torah with other concepts in Early Judaism. It does not
cuffice to simply declare that Matthew’s understanding of the Torah strong|
indicates his position within Judaism. On the basis of the diversity of Judaisrryl
around the turn of the era, Matthean research has to determine the exact place
of Matthew within the spectrum of concepts of Torah in Early Judaism, A
presupposition for successfully accomplishing this task would be in-depth
comparisons of Matthew with other Early Jewish writings or authors, To give
just a few examples: a comparison of Matthew’s approach to the Decalogue
with Philo’s interpretation of the law in his expositio legis,'s an analysis of
now Matthew relates to forms of catechetical Torah instruction as it is attested
by writings such as the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,'® but also studies
on convergences and divergences between Matthew and halakic discourses in

the Dead Sea Scrolls."

as already been under-

The Church and Israel

The location of Matthew and his communities within Judaism is mirrored in
Matthew’s ecclesiological concept insofar as he does not regard the church
as a replacement of Israel, but as the community of salvation gathered in
Israel. Church and Israel are not equivalent entities that are on equal footing
and therefore potentially in competition with one another. Rather, Jesus and
his disciples replace the (old) authorities, who are consistently delegitimized
as leaders in the Gospel of Matthew.' In short, Matthew does not advocate
supersessionism. However, one has to add one aspect: The building of the
church on Peter as the rock, which Jesus announces in 16:17-19, begins
with the sending of the disciples in 28:16-20. Irrespective of the question
about the actual number of converted gentiles in the Matthean communities,
this implies conceptually that the church is conceived as 2 universal entity.
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MATTHEW’S GENTILES

gentiles is probably the most controversial g,
«pfatthew within Judaism” perspective. The umVer:"{ong
: Matthew’s Gospel is marginalized and downplayeq alist;,
dimension 0 David Sim, for example, has argued that the mjg; Y map
of its advocates: ‘ed only in theory, but played no role in the COmon 0 the
Gentiles W5 «?chcelivlatthean community itself did not interpret 28f?unny’s
own praxis: Lr: Je a mission to the Gentiles.”” This, however, js , d9 % q
il E f the evidence, which, as far as the position of the , ublo-us
ir?terpr?.atlg(f)ln‘éeme d, is contradicted by the weight of 28:16-2( g ti‘;g;hst
hlms§1 flsthe Gospel, and by the careful preparation for it, since the uH'lnal
chlori giﬁcance of the Christ event is already exposed in 1:1-17 j, thel\t/er.
Zz; Jsesgus as “Son of Abraham” (1:1, see above), and the integration of fi‘;
non-Jewish women in the Genealogy of Jesus (1 :3—6)., symbolically antic.
pated in 8:5-13, 28-34; 15:21-28, presumed de facto In some logia, Suich g
5:13, 14 or 24:14, and signaled on a metanarratlve.level by the fulfillmey
quotations in 4:14-16 and 12:17-21.% on. the othfer side, the pejorative g, of
ethnikos in 5:47; 67; 18:17 and of ethné in 6:32 is not a convincing counter.
evidence.?! Certainly, these passages clearly show that Matthew by no megy
paints an idealized picture of the gentile world, but they do not imply distapg
from the gentile mission. A simple side glance at Paul’s polemic aging
gentiles in 1 Thess 4:5 shows that reference to such passages in making this
argument is not sound.”” Matthew clearly advocates a gentile mission not only
as a theoretical option, but as an actual missionary task for Christ-believer,
The point in time when the community turned to the mission to the gentiles

is a different question. It is clear that the task of interrelating the specific tum-
ing to Israel with the universality of salvation represents a central concern of
the Matthean retelling of the story of Jesus. Matthew makes strong efforts o
justify his perspective with respect to the emphasis on the fulfillment of the
salvific promises for Israel in the messianic activity of Jesus, as well as with
regard to the justification of the mission to the gentiles, especially concer
ing the anchoring of both aspects in the Scriptures of Israel.”* All this shovs
;11at the qUCStiOn. of the mission’s scope had great contemporary significan®
h(;:tc:lr]iecaiviange'm and his addressees. This, however, allows for dlﬁ??'{“
vt pracrtri\:egmatlf)ns. It mlgl_n. be that Matthew wants 19 §upport or lnll'lllel
of his communities with his Gospel. But it is at least equall

The place of the
advocates of the
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ccently fled frc]>1m Judea to S)./r'la 121: the wake of the Roman-Jew;
oined the Matthean COMMUnities.” Altematively, ope ., R g
JM aithew and h1s' comm.umtles saw themselyes confrOn?eZ]SO Imagine that
i icism concerr)lng their acceptance of non-Jews as full With Pharisajc
0 turm, (increasingly) affected members of e Matthe members, which,
ommunities: an Christ-believing
¢ o considerations a.bove, however, would be i
embers from the nations would be proselytes,
o, as some advocates of the “Matthew withip Judaism” :

ued. Insofar as the Gospel of Matthew does not contain Perspecg\'/e have
ment N the topic, there cappot be a conclusive answer to t}fn expll'cn state-

: t for the position that ci i , 1S question. The
main argument 10T p“ at circumcision of gentiles is presy
in Mat 28:19-20 is that “teach them to obey everything | have COmni) Poged
ou” in v. 20a includes a reference to the Sermon on the Mount wher aJ“ ed
onfirms every iota of the Law (5:18).% We can safely assume, that MZttisus
ook it for granted that Jewish believers in Christ should contir’lue to circuemW
cise ther male children. But does 5:18 necessarily imply the circumcisio,;
of gentile converts? Apart from some indications that circumeision doeg not
seem to have been put at the heart of Jewish identity or observed with the
same strictness in all branches of Early Judaism,” it might here be worth
to recall Josephus’s story of the conversion of Izates from Adiabene A.J
20.17-48), in which different positions are juxtaposed. While a Galile:ar;
Jew named Eleazar—whose description as someone “who had a reputation
for being extremely strict when it came to the ancestral laws” (4.J. 20.43)
presumably identifies him as a Pharisee—regards [zates’s status of Godfearer
as unacceptable with reference to the circumcision commandment in Gen
17 (43-45), a Jewish merchant named Ananias, who had originally inspired
[zates’s turn to Judaism, regards it as possible “to worship God also without
cireumcision” (41). The existence of Godfearers in diaspora synagogues
suggests that Ananias did not advocate a completely unconventional posi-
tion, Even if the question of whether there were uncircumcised proselytes in
ancient Judaism at the turn of the century—which, on the basis of (an isolated
reading of) Philo, QF 2.2 (on Exod 22:21), appears to be within the realm
of possibility?*—should probably be answered negatively,” it must be noted,
that with the participation of non-Jewish sympathizers in synagogue life and
their (partial) integration therein, the ground was prepared, upon which the
idea of a circumcision-free mission to the gentiles could arise and flourish in

the Christ-believing movement.
If one turns to the internal evidence in the Gospel of Matthew, there is a

bundle of arguments against the assumption that circumcision is presupposed
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mand. The implication of this is obvious: the fact that these are the commc 011;.
ments, w.hiCh really matter in soteriological terms,*! involves the consequ:;]c;
tc]}aﬁ)glilmélezs_ ;1()) not have to follow all commandments (for a similar approach,
i e
sttt dnese ;:uat.as a umvers.al so.tenological significance
rites, baptism and the Eucharist tlon ;ln AR hl,s el ¢ et —
(cf. 2626-28; 28:19), relate be,“ ow 'f’h Maﬁhew S Qospe! itself testifies
importance which Ma;thew has leveI: vy g e g
devotion to all nations, based op ?}fe On.the PRSI Gl ’T“Ss“’“”y
the many” (20:28; 26:’28) and tr;1 ¢ salvific death pf the Son of God ‘T
could hardly be Understoc);j o e universal authority of the exalted Lot
Jewish practice of conyers; - Mat_thean church had merely continued &
o the universal significanc - to Judaism. To put it differently: The referen®
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