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MATTHEW AS AN
EDITOR OF THE LIFE AND
TEACHINGS OF JESUS

Gaye Strathearn

he Gospel According to Matthew;, or, as the Joseph Smith Trans-
lation notes, the Testimony of St. Matthew, is the first of the four
Gospels in our New Testament.' This Gospel was very influential
among early Christians.* Tertullian, one of the early Church Fathers
(c. AD 155-230), described Matthew as the “most faithful chronicler
of the Gospel.™ In this dispensation, the Prophet Joseph often used the
first Gospel in his sermons.* Although modern scholars have debated
the authorship of this Gospel, ancient Christian writings are unanimous
in ascribing it to the tax collector named Matthew in Matthew 9:9.°
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the role of Matthew as
an editor of Jesus’ acts and teachings. In other words, modern readers
can learn much from this Gospel by examining what Matthew chose to
include and how he chose to write it. This concept is not unfamiliar to
Latter-day Saints. The Book of Mormon shows clear evidence that both
Mormon and Moroni actively edited the texts that they had before
them and inserted their voices into them. On a number of occasions,
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Mormon lamented that he could not include even “a hundredth part of
the proceedings of [his] people” in his record (Helaman 3:14; see also
Words of Mormon 1:5; 3 Nephi 5:8; 26:6). He had to make choices
about what to include and what to leave out. We also know that
Mormon inserted the Words of Mormon to bridge the gap between the
small and large plates of Nephi, and Moroni inserted his commentary
into the writings of Ether. Elder Gene R. Cook has taught that readers
can gain significant insights when they look for editorial phrases such
as “and thus we see” that alert the reader to the reason why the editor
included particular passages.

As we approach Matthew’s Gospel from this editorial perspective,
we should note that while it is true that, as one of the Apostles,
Matthew would have been present at many of the events during Jesus’
ministry, it is also clear that he used a number of oral and written
sources to compile his Gospel. In many respects, Matthew was in a
similar position to that of Mormon and Moroni, collecting and editing
material in order to create a specific message about Jesus Christ for his
audience.” Part of that message, however, can be lost to the reader if he
or she is not aware of the editorial nuances of the text. Before we can
recognize Matthew’s editorial hand, however, we must first briefly dis-
cuss both his audience and the sources he used.

MATTHEW'S AUDIENCE

Although we may never be able to identify a specific congregation
in a specific city as Matthew’s intended audience, there are clues from
both external and internal evidence that help us to draw some broad
conclusions. Eusebius, using an unnamed source, says that Matthew
wrote his Gospel to the Hebrews at a time when he had decided to
expand his missionary work.* Internal evidence from the Gospel itself
seems to confirm that the intended audience was Jewish.” Matthew
went to great lengths to show that Jesus was the fulfillment of Old
Testament prophecy (see Matthew 1:22-23; 2:15, 17-18; 4:14—15; 8:17;
12:17-18; 21:4—S; 27:35). Matthew also began his work with a geneal-
ogy that links Jesus with the royal Davidic line and with Abraham, the
father of the covenant (see Matthew 1:1-17), and he portrayed Jesus as
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the new Moses, who came out of Egypt (see Matthew 2:13-23) and gave
anew law on a mountain (see Matthew s:1).

In the text, three characteristics of Matthew’s editorial hand sug-
gest that his audience was in tension with, or had recently split with,
the synagogue. In Matthew’s editorial passages the synagogue is always
referred to as “their” synagogue (Matthew 4:23; 9:35; 12:9; 13:54) or
“your” synagogue (Matthew 23:34)."” Thus the synagogue stood in some
tension with the church. Matthew is the only Gospel author to include
Jesus’ sayings where He referred to the “church” (ekklesia; Matthew 16:18;
18:17). Additionally, Matthew referred to “their scribes” (grammateis
auton; Matthew 7:29), whereas Mark just said “the scribes” (hoi gram-
mateis; Mark 1:22). All of these Matthean characteristics point to an “us”
and “them” situation for Matthew’s audience. Some scholars have
argued that this situation reflects a time during the Jamnian period
(AD 70-100) when Judaism was seeking to redefine itself after the
destruction of the temple.” Rifts within Judaism, however, were not
exclusive to this time period and may reflect a much earlier period.”

Matthew, therefore, would have chosen sayings and deeds of Jesus
that would have had meaning for a Jewish audience. This is a very
different scenario from the ones faced by Mark and Luke, where the
internal evidence suggests they were intended primarily for Gentile
audiences.

MATTHEW'S SOURCES

There is internal evidence in the text to suggest that Matthew
relied, at least in part, on written sources to write his Gospel. For
example, we know that he relied heavily upon texts from the Old
Testament. He often used the Greek word gegraptai (“it is written”) to
introduce his scriptural quotations indicating that, on these occasions,
he was not relying on oral versions.” It is clear that Matthew knew both
the Hebrew and Greek versions of Old Testament texts.* However, it is
also possible that Matthew did not have access to written accounts of
some of the Minor Prophets. In Matthew 21:16 he recorded Jesus” quo-
tation of Micah 2:25 but, unlike most of his scripture citations, did not
identify the source of the quote. Again, in Matthew 27:9 he quoted
Zechariah 11:13, but attributed it to Jeremiah.” In these cases, he may
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have relied upon oral versions of the prophecies. The Joseph Smith
Translation also indicates that Matthew used a written source for his
account of Jesus’ birth: “Now, as it is written, the birth of Jesus Christ was
on this wise” (JST, Matthew 1:18, emphasis added). Unfortunately, we
no longer have access to that original source.

Modern scholarship also identifies two other major sources for
Matthew’s Gospel: the Gospel of Mark and a written source of Jesus’
sayings. We must consider each of these briefly if we are to recognize
Matthew’s editorial work in his Gospel.

Many early Christians considered that Matthew’s was the first writ-

16

ten Gospel. This belief undoubtedly influenced the Gospel’s position
in our present canon. Modern scholars, however, have debated the
question of Matthean priority. Many now believe that Mark was the
first written Gospel and that Matthew used it as a source for his own
Gospel.” While there are some difficulties with this position,” there are
two arguments that are compelling for me and for most scholars. First,
even though Papias says that Mark was not particularly interested in
writing the sayings and events in chronological order,” Matthew and
Luke tend to follow Markan order. In Matthew’s case, this is particu-
larly evident in chapters 1428, although even in the earlier chapters
we can discern its influence.” It is true that Markan priority is only one
way of explaining this phenomenon. The more telling characteristic is
that when Matthew disagrees with Mark’s chronology, the difference
can be understood to be the result of Matthean editorial tendencies.”
In part, the differences in Markan chronology in Matthew 4—13 can be
attributed to Matthew’s penchant for collecting materials into thematic
blocks (see the collections of miracle stories in Matthew 89 and of
the parables in Matthew 13). Second, in at least twelve verses, Matthew
appears to change Mark’s rare or difficult word or phrase and renders it
with more common terminology.” It is difficult to acknowledge
Matthean priority over Mark in these cases, because we would then
have to explain why Mark would want to obscure the message for his
readers.

A second source that many scholars see behind Matthew’s Gospel is
a hypothetical document known as Q (from the German word Quelle,
meaning “source”).” It is hypothetical because no copy of it has ever
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been found. Nevertheless, scholars have identified a number of places
where Matthew and Luke shared material that is not found in Mark.
They noted that much of this material consisted of the sayings of
Jesus. For example, one passage found in Matthew and Luke, but not
in Mark, is John the Baptist’s tongue-lashing against the Pharisees and
Sadducees in Matthew or the multitude in Luke. “O generation of
vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bring
forth therefore fruits meet for repentance: and think not to say within
yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, that
God is able of these stones to raise up children to Abraham” (Matthew
3:7-9; see also Luke 3:7-8). In both Matthew and Luke, the Greek in
these passages is almost exactly the same and suggests to scholars that
they borrowed from a written, rather than an oral, source.

The question in scholars’ minds, once they identified this phenome-
non of shared sayings in Matthew and Luke, was whether early
Christians would have been interested in just the sayings of Jesus with-
out a corresponding narrative context. Frankly, there was no evidence
for this view until the discovery of the Nag Hammadi Library in Egypt
in 1945. Among the codices, scholars found a text known as the Gospel
of Thomas that included 114 purported sayings by Jesus without any
narrative. This text showed that the hypothetical genre of Q was indeed
a reality for some Christians.** While I do not accept all of the assump-
tions that Q scholarship has developed,” I do find the basic concept of
a written source of Jesus’ sayings compelling and helpful in identifying
Matthew’s editorial work, particularly in chapters 4—11, where the say-
ings shared by Matthew and Luke are most prevalent.”

In highlighting these sources, I am not suggesting that they were
the only sources Matthew drew upon. One New Testament scholar has
recently reminded us: “Scholars of the twenty-first century must take
more seriously than their twentieth-century predecessors the fact that
first-century Israel was an oral culture and the probability that the Jesus
tradition was processed in oral form through the first two generations
of Christians (and beyond), prior to, including Q, and alongside the
written Gospels.”” Matthew undoubtedly tapped into this oral culture



146  GAYE STRATHEARN

as well. Nevertheless, it is with the written texts that we can most easily
discern his editorial hand.

MATTHEW AS EDITOR

Matthew did not just collect Jesus’ teachings and stories; he edited
them as he fashioned his Gospel.** Just as Mormon and Moroni
included phrases such as “And thus we see,” Matthew also includes a
number of techniques that help readers to identify his editorial hand.
Recognizing these techniques will help us to appreciate the specific
emphases of Jesus’ ministry that Matthew felt were most important for
his audience.

Matthew’s five discourses of Jesus. First, we have already noted that
Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience and that he portrayed Jesus as the
new Moses. Within Matthew’s Gospel, we find him delineating five
major discourses by the Savior: the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew
5—7), the Apostolic Commission (Matthew 10), the Kingdom of God
discourse (Matthew 13), the Church Administration discourse
(Matthew 18), and the Eschatological discourse (Matthew 24—25). We
know that Matthew intended his readers to see these as distinct but
related discourses by the way that he concluded each of them. At the
end of each of the first four discourses, he added, “And it came to pass,
when Jesus had ended these” sayings, teachings, or parables (kai egenero
hote etelesen ho Iesous; Matthew 7:28; see also Matthew 11:1; 13:53; 19:1). At
the conclusion of the last discourse, he added, “And it came to pass,
when Jesus had finished all these sayings” (emphasis added; kai egenero
hote etelesen ho Iesous pantas tous logous toutous; Matthew 26:1). B. W. Bacon
has argued that in doing so, Matthew’s intent was to create for his read-
ers a Christian Penteteuch (that is, the five books of Moses) to once
again emphasize that Jesus was the new Moses.”

Matthew’s literary use of bookends. Second, Matthew uses “bookends”
around his Gospel as a whole and around important sections within his
Gospel. Just as the function of bookends is to keep books together, so
scriptural bookends help us to identify the parts of the Gospel that
Matthew wanted his audience to read as a single unit. This is impor-
tant because our current chapter divisions often divide passages that
Matthew intended to be read as a single unit.
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An important thematic bookend encapsulates the entire Gospel.
We have noted already that Matthew intended his Gospel to be read
by a predominantly Jewish audience. This point serves as an important
point of demarcation from the other synoptic Gospels. The importance
of the Jewish mission for Matthew is highlighted in two of his editorial
inclusions. Matthew is the only Gospel writer to include Jesus’ instruc-
tion to the Apostles that they were to “go not into the way of the
Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: but go rather
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:5—-6). Further-
more, unlike Mark, in the story of the healing of the Canaanite woman’s
daughter, Matthew includes Jesus’ statement, “I am not sent but unto
the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24).

While acknowledging the importance of the Jewish mission, it is
significant that Matthew frames his Gospel within a gentile context.
The first two chapters emphasize the importance of Gentiles in the
establishment of Jesus” ministry. Matthew’s genealogy differs from the
one found in Luke. We have noted that Matthew begins with Abraham,
the father of the covenant, but Genesis makes it clear that through this
covenant all nations, not just the Israelites, would be blessed (see
Genesis 12:3; 18:18).° In addition, Matthew includes four Gentile
women in Jesus’ genealogy, highlighting the importance of Gentiles in
the coming forth of the Messiah. Tamar and Rahab were Canaanites,
and Ruth was a Moabite. Matthew does not mention Bathsheba by
name, but only as the wife of Uriah. Why would Matthew not identify
Bathsheba by name? The scriptures are silent on her ethnic background;
therefore it served Matthew’s purposes to identify her instead by her
relationship to Uriah, who was known to be a Hittite (see 2 Samuel
11:3). As one scholar has noted, Matthew’s genealogy, therefore, “con-
tains a universalistic overtone: it is indicated in a hidden way that the
son of David, the Messiah of Israel, brings salvation for the Gentiles.™
This universalistic tone is further strengthened in chapter 2, where the
Wise Men seek out and worship the Christ child as “King of the Jews”
when the representatives of Judaism fail to do so.”

The corresponding bookend that is unique to Matthew’s Gospel is
Jesus’ commission to the disciples before His Ascension. “Go ye there-
fore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father,
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and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: teaching them to observe all
things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you alway,
even unto the end of the world” (Matthew 28:19-20).% This passage is
in stark contrast to Jesus’ command to the Apostles to go to “the lost
sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:6).

Yet Matthew has prepared his readers for the shift in missionary
emphasis with his accounts of the healings of the centurion’s servant
and the Canaanite woman’s children. The story of the centurion may
have come from Q because Luke also includes the story, and it is not
found in Mark. Matthew does not include Luke’s description of the
centurion as one who “loveth our nation” and who “built us a syna-
gogue” (Luke 7:5). Both Matthew and Luke record Jesus” declaration
that in the centurion He found faith that had not been manifested in
Israel (see Matthew 8:10; Luke 7:9). But only Matthew includes Jesus’
statement, “Many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down
with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven. But the
children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall
be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 8:11-12). Luke records
this statement in a different setting (see Luke 13:28-29). Thus,
Matthew emphasizes that at times Gentiles have more faith than the
covenant people and will participate in the eschatological feast when
many of the house of Israel will miss out. The story of the healing of
the Canaanite woman’s daughter also shows evidence of Matthean edit-
ing. Mark also includes the story (see Mark 7:24-30), but only
Matthew records the woman’s plea that Jesus “have mercy on me, O
Lord, thou Son of David” (Matthew 15:22) and Jesus’ declaration “O
woman, great is thy faith” (Matthew 15:28). Both the centurion and the
Canaanite woman address Jesus with the title “Lord” (kurios), the title
used by disciples and other supplicants.**

What benefit would this aspect of Matthew’s editorial work be for
his audience? One explanation may lie with the experiences of
Matthew’s intended audience. We know from Acts and the Pauline
Epistles that the expansion of missionary work to include the Gentiles
was a difficult transition for the early Church, and that there were
members who resisted it. We recall Eusebius’ statement that Matthew
wrote this Gospel when he was about to begin preaching to others
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besides the Hebrews, that is, Gentiles. Therefore, he may have written
to try and convince his readers of the importance of the gentile mission.
If this conclusion is accurate, then once again we are reminded of the
possibility of an early date for this Gospel.

We find another example of Matthew’s use of bookends in
Matthew 4:23 and 9:35. Here the bookends are textual, rather than the-
matic. Matthew 4:23 reads, “And Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching
in their synagogues, and preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and heal-
ing all manner of sickness and all manner of disease among the people.”
The passage in chapter 9 is almost identical except that it has “Jesus
went about all the cities and villages” instead of “all Galilee,” and the
critical Greek text (contrary to the King James Version) does not have
“among the people.”” Matthew uses these parallel verses to prompt the
reader to recognize that all of the material between them belongs to the
same literary unit. This is one example of where chapter breaks in our
modern New Testament interrupt the author’s flow of ideas. Therefore,
Matthew expected that his readers would recognize that the Sermon
on the Mount in chapters §—7 should be read in conjunction with the
collection of miracles in chapters 8 and 9. Thus, Matthew wants his
readers to see that Jesus is the Messiah in both word (the Sermon on
the Mount) and deed (His miracles).

Matthew’s use of “the coming one.” The last major aspect of Matthew’s
editorial practice noted here is found in Matthew 3—11. As can be read-
ily seen, these chapters include the emphasis of Jesus as the Messiah in
word and deed that we have just discussed. In this section, Matthew
merges that concept with two important passages dealing with John the
Baptist and his disciples. The baptism of John plays an important role
in each of the four Gospels, although only Matthew and Luke record
that he sent his disciples to Jesus, saying, “Art thou he that should come,
or do we look for another?” (Matthew 11:3; see also Luke 7:20). This
passage may stem from Q because it is not found in either Mark or
John. Matthew, in distinction from Luke, links this passage with his
description of John’s baptism in Matthew 3. The link is not readily dis-
cernable in the King James Version but is recognizable in the Greek
with the catch phrase ho erchomenos (“the coming one”).
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The account of John the Baptist’s activities in the Judaean wilder-
ness plays a prominent part in Matthew’s Gospel. His calls for repen-
tance attract many Pharisees and Sadducees to attend one of his
baptisms. As noted above, John identifies them as a “generation of
vipers” (Matthew 3:7). He prophesies that “the axe is laid unto the root
of the trees” and promises them that “every tree which bringeth not
forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire” (verse 10). Then
John declares, “I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but
the coming one [who is] after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am
not worthy to bear: he shall baptize with the Holy Ghost, and with fire”
(verse 11, my translation). In contrast to Matthew, Mark (1:7) and Luke
(3:16) do not use ho erchomenos in their accounts.* Matthew makes no
explicit mention here of the identity of “the coming one,” although he
implies that it refers to Jesus by following the prophecy with the
description of His baptism.

The next mention of John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel is found
in chapter 11. By this time John was in prison and sent his disciples to
Jesus to inquire if He was “the coming one” (ho erchomenos; verse 3).
Immediately the reader is reminded of Matthew’s account of John’s ear-
lier prophecy to the Pharisees and Sadducees. Jesus did not answer
them directly. Instead, He told them to “go and shew John again those
things which ye do hear and see: the blind receive their sight, and the
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised
up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them” (Matthew 11:4—5).”
Jesus’ response is significant for a number of reasons. First, it portrayed
the coming one in a different light than John’s expectation in Matthew
3:10, where he was an axe who would hew down any tree that did not
bring forth good fruit. In Matthew 11, Jesus was the coming one who,
unlike the expectation in chapter 3, would heal and preach. This was
not a common messianic expectation in Jesus’ day**

This portrayal of a healing and preaching Messiah influenced the
Matthean order in chapters 4—9. It is here that, in chiastic format, we
find the evidence for Jesus being the expected coming one. The evi-
dence that Jesus taught the gospel to the poor is the Sermon on the
Mount, where the opening line is “Blessed are the poor” (Matthew §:3).
Prior to Matthew 11, the opening beatitude is the only verse that uses
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the word “poor” (ptochoi). Likewise, Matthew provided evidence that
Jesus performed healings in Matthew 8 -9, where there is at least one
example of every miracle that is mentioned in Matthew 11:5. The only
difficulty is finding an example of the deaf hearing, but this is a diffi-
culty only in the English text, not the Greek. The Greek word for “deaf”
in Matthew 11:5 is the plural of kophos, the same word used to describe
the demoniac who is dumb (kophos; see Matthew 9:32—33).* Matthew
therefore arranged the material in chapters s—9 to provide evidence for

his readers that Jesus was indeed the coming one.

CONCLUSION

Matthew’s Gospel is a powerful testimony of Jesus as the Christ. It
was never intended that this work be a biography of Jesus’ mortal life
from birth to resurrection. Instead, as the Joseph Smith Translation
notes in the title, he was bearing his testimony to his readers. In that
testimony, Matthew drew on Jesus’ teachings and experiences from his
own memories as well as from other sources. His editorial work has
helped readers throughout the ages to see Jesus as the new Moses who
gave a new law to His people, as the Messiah of both word and deed,
and as the Coming One who preached and healed. Through his work,
we are able to gain a greater appreciation of the magnitude and depth of
Christ’s ministry. Thus, it is no wonder that this Gospel was a frequent
part of the Prophet Joseph’s sermons. As one New Testament scholar
has noted, “The Gospel of Matthew is a book intended to be read as a
whole and not in parts or pericopes. It is intended to be read not just
once but several times.”™ The Prophet Joseph taught, “He who reads it
[the Bible] oftenest will like it best.” This has certainly been my expe-
rience with Matthew’s Gospel.
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