The Tradition of Israel: Matthew,
James, Hebrews, Revelation

What in the world is the Christian church to do with the Old Testa-
ment? This is a question that has perplexed and embarrassed every
generation of Christian expositors; we cannot do with it, and we
cannot do without it.

In the second century, Marcion, later rejected by the church as a
heretic, solved the problem simply and dramatically by excluding
the Old Testament altogether as belonging to a different world of
religion from that of Christianity. A neo-Marcionite point of view
has recently been put forward by the distinguished Arabist J.
Spencer Trimingham in an interesting and provocative book, Two
Worlds are Ours. According to him Jesus was not and could not be
the Messiah of the Jews:

The retention of a library of Hebrew literature claiming divine sanction
... set up an inner conflict within Christian thought which has never
been resolved. ... The Christian church should consider whether itis
wise to retain the Jewish Bible at all as an authoritative part of its
canonical writings.!

This is not the place to argue out this question in detail. We are
here concerned only to note the profound and continuing influence
exercised by the traditions of Israel on the development of Christian
theology during the New Testament period and far beyond it.

After the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, Jewish Christianity became
the faith of a dwindling and eventually separated minority. But
within the most orthodox centers of Gentile Christianity the Old
Testament continued to play a highly influential role. Four writings
stand out as lying particularly within the magnetic field of Jewish
influence—the Gospel according to Matthew, the Epistle of James,
the Epistle to the Hebrews, and the Revelation (Apocalypse) of

1. (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1971), p. 45.
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94  Jesus Through Many Eyes

John. It is with the study of these four books that we shall be
concerned in this chapter.

The Gospel According to Matthew

Toward the end of our study we shall make some remarks on the
origin and place of writing of the Gospel of Matthew. Here it is
sufficient to state that this work incorporates almost the whole of
Mark’s Gospel; that its many correspondences with Luke indicate a
common use of what has come to be known as Q material, especially
in the reporting of speeches and utterances of the Lord; but that
Matthew had access to a source or sources, written or unwritten, of
the greatest possible importance, of which no use is made in any
other Gospel. The adoption of so much Marcan material is an
indication that Matthew is later than Mark;2 this Gospel appears to
have been written late rather than early in what we have agreed to
call the Gospel-writing period.

Even on a rapid reading of the Gospel it becomes clear that it is a
most carefully constructed work, in this resembling Luke, and thus
sharply distinguished from Mark, whose genius as a narrator is not
equalled by skill as the architect of abook. The Matthean material is
grouped in five large blocks, each marked by a major speech of Jesus:
the Sermon on the Mount (5-7); the Woes of the Disciples (10); the
Parables of the Kingdom (13); the Nature of the Church (18); and the
Days of the Future (23-25). Eachis concluded by some such remark
as “when Jesus had ended all these sayings™ (7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1;
26:1). Although Matthew follows Mark fairly closely when he is
making use of him, he is by no means slavish in his methods and
makes it plain that he is master of his material; everything will be
constrained to serve his purpose, and will be fitted into the de-
velopment of his theme as he has planned it. Some have attempted
to draw a parallel between Matthew’s five sections and the five books
of the Law in the Pentateuch, but this can hardly be established; it is
much more likely that Matthew regarded his book as a work in seven
sections (seven being the perfect number according to the Jews), the
birth narratives and the passion story together with the five central
sections making up the seven.

The generally accepted view is that Matthew is the Gospel for the
Jews, and that the Lord is presented in this Gospel as the King of the
Jews. Up to a point we shall find this to be true, but not without
qualification.

2. It must be borne in mind, however, that some scholars still, following St. Augustine, hold that the borrowing is
the 5{ther way, that Matthew is the ‘ﬁ.rst and original G()s;_)e!.an(l vtlm.t Mark is the abbreviator. Bisho}) )stil
Christopher Butler, among others, is a champion of the priority of Matthew in The Originality of Matthew: A
Critique of the Two-document Hypothesis (Cambridge, 1951). But quite recently John C. O'Neill has written to

“reopen old questions and to question old assumptions” in “The Synoptic Problem,” NTS, January 1975,
pp. 273-85.
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The Jewish character of the Gospel is shown unmistakably in the
first chapter, where the rather artificially constructed genealogy of
Jesus of Nazareth presents him as the Son of Abraham.

The writer thinks throughout in Old Testament categories, and
finds Old Testament parallels where we would not be likely to find
them. The nature of his view of inspiration needs a little elucida-
tion. Itcanbesummed up inthe words of a well-known hymn: “No
word from thee can fruitless fall.” Every word of the Old Testament
has prophetic significance; sooner or later each word must find its
fulfillment, and many words find fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth that
will be looked for elsewhere invain. The suffering servant of Isaiah
53 is the Servant of the Lord in the Gospel, who himself has borne
our afflictions and carried our sorrows (Matt. 8:17). When Hosea
writes “Out of Egypt have I called my son” (Hos. 11:1), the reference
is quite clearly to the Exodus, in which the people of Israel literally
came out of Egypt; but by the process that Irenaeus was later to call
“recapitulation,” Matthew sees the ancient history of Israel renewed
and fulfilled in more perfect fashion in the footsteps of the Son of
man (2:15). This method of citation would be more readily under-
stood by a Jewish reader than by those whose minds have been
trained in the critical methods of Western literary studies.

Atone point the Jewish watermark on the Gospel is apparent, even
obtrusive. We find here a number of sayings in which it seems to be
implied that the Jewish Law is still in force without modification.
There can be little doubt that there were Christians of the first and
second generations who held exactly this view—that Jesus was no
revolutionary, but rather one who guaranteed the eternity of the
Jewish covenant by filling it at certain points with a new and more
spiritual meaning. There is no reason to doubt that Jesus did actually
say, “Think not that L have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I
have come not to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matt. 5:17). It may
be thought that the comment that follows, “Whoever then relaxes one
of the least of these commandments and teaches men so, shall be
called least in the kingdom of heaven” (5:19), is an interpretative
clause added to the saying of Jesus by Jewish Christians who did not
understand the sense in which Jesus used the words “abolish” and
“fulfill,” and included by Matthew in his Gospel since this was the
form in which the tradition had come down to him. When Matthew
adds to the Lord’s statement of the two great commandments the
explanation “On these two commandments depend all the law and the
prophets,” he may again be quoting a Judeo-Christian gloss, though
taken strictly the words mean no more than what was expressed by
Paul when he wrote “love is the fulfilling of the law” (Rom. 13:10).
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The Jewish emphasis is everywhere present in the Gospel, but this
does not mean that it was written for Jews with a view to making them
Christians. This is, in point of fact, the only one of the four Gospels
that shows no sign of an evangelistic purpose. It is a church Gospel
written for the edification of Christians. Indeed there are reasons for
thinking that it was intended to be read aloud in Christian worship3
and therefore belongs to the beginning of that period in which Chris-
tians began to be aware that they had Scriptures of their own and that
they need no longer be wholly dependent on the Old Testament.

The Jews are there, but they are there to serve as an awful warning:
“It happened to them; it could happen to you. The day of grace
came to them and they refused it, so the kingdom was taken away
from them; if you in your turn refuse your day of grace, exactly the
same judgment can fall upon you.” This note of judgment runs all
through the Gospel and from time to time is expressed in most
menacing terms: “Many will come from east and west and sitat table
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the
sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness; there
men will weep and gnash their teeth” (Matt. 8:11-12). It is no
accident that, in this carefully constructed Gospel, the first story
recorded is that of the wise men from the East. Christian poetic
fantasy has so played upon this remarkable narrative that the inner
significance of it is hardly ever realized. It is a story of those who
knew hardly anything and found everything, and of those who knew
everything and found nothing. The chief priests and scribes, when
asked where Messiah was to be born, could come up immediately
with the right answer from the Book of Micah (5:2); but it never
occurred to them to go to Bethlehem and to ascertain what, if any-
thing, had happened. The wise men did not even know where to
look; but their following of the ambiguous testimony of a star led
them to exceeding great joy (Matt. 2:10).

Matthew’s Gospel is written for those who had lost their first love,
and were in danger of allowing superficial knowledge to take the
place of the depths of faith and of obedience. This does not neces-
sarily imply a very late date for the Gospel. If, as some not un-
reasonably hold, Matthew was writing for the great church of An-
tioch and reflects some of the traditions that were current in that
church, we need not allow for a period of more than fifty years
between the first preaching of the Gospel and the descent to a level
of spiritual life that made the writing of such a Gospel necessary.
3. My friend and teacher Alexander Nairne used to refer to Matthew as the liturgical Gospel. See George D.

fo t atr(i’ck, Tlie Origins of the Gospel According to St. Matthew (Oxford, 1946), chap. 5, “The Liturgical Character
of the Gospel.”
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Every missionary is familiar with the problem of the “third genera-
tion.” The late great Bishop Azariah of Dornakal in South India
directed for thirty-two years an extensive movement of simple vil-
lage peopleinto the church. Atthe end of that time he found himself
perplexed and frustrated by the attitude of Christians to whom the
faith was no longer a courageous venture into the unknown, but a
rather tepid acceptance of something that had already become part of
the tradition of the fathers. This new generation was more moral but
less religious than that of their grandfathers. They were far better
instructed in the intellectual content of the faith; but this seemed to
lead to acquiescence in what they had been taught rather than to
dynamic spiritual achievement. All this had come aboutin less than
fifty years from the beginning of the movement.

If such a loss or diminution of the faith has occurred, how is that
which has been lost to be restored? Matthew’s answer is a return to
the original sources of the Gospel in the life and mission of Jesus of
Nazareth himself. There mustbe stern denunciations and warnings
of judgment, and these are somewhat liberally supplied in this Gos-
pel. Far more important is a recovery of a sense of who it is that the
Christians are confessing when they make the declaration that Jesus
is Lord, a new awareness of the stringency of his demand for a new
kind of life and of the urgency with which the message was pro-
claimed to the original hearers. “Not everyone who says to me
‘Lord, Lord’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven™ (Matt. 7:21).

Jesus is Lord. This is the theme of the Gospel. But what does it
mean to confess Jesus as Lord in sincerity and truth? In each of the
five great discourses the lordship of Jesus is presented, in each under
a different aspect.

Chapters 5-7: Jesus as the Lord of the Covenant

Moses was the great lawgiver, who combined in himself the func-
tions of prophet, priest, and king. Jesus is here set forth as the new
Moses, who has the boldness, indeed the hardihood, to proclaim,
“You have heard that it was said to the men of old .. . butIsaytoyou”
(5:21, 22). This was an astonishing, in the eyes of Jews a blasphe-
mous, claim to authority. Lawyers and scribes could annotate and
expound the Law of Moses; it was taken for granted that that law,
having come from God himself, could not in any serious way be
modified, let alone rescinded. Here, as in Mark, we encounter One
who speaks with an authority that is intrinsic, requiring no creden-
tials other than the obvious rightness and truth of the declarations
that he makes. Great labor has been expended on finding parallels
in the Rabbinic writings to the sayings of Jesus and not altogether
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without sucess. No parallels, however, can dim the originality
of the teaching of Jesus as a whole; he really is talking about
God in a new way. Indeed it is hardly an exaggeration to say
that he is talking about a new kind of God.

The Sermon on the Mount is often referred to as though 1t-was a
general manual of ethical conduct with a special stress on kindness
and tolerance. It is nothing of the kind. Apart from belief in the
God in whom Jesus believed and whom he proclaimed it has no
meaning; apart from implicit obedience to Jesus who proclaimed it,
it has no importance. Itis, in fact, a terrifying document. No other
religious leader has ever laid down the rule, “love your enemies”
(5:44). Expositors have often been tempted to evade the stark im-
plications of this commandment. But this is to treat the text un-
fairly. Words are always used by Jesus in the fullness of their
meaning. “Love” means an unlimited and unconditioned willing-
ness to serve; your “enemy’’ is the man who is out to take away your
life.

The originality of Jesus is perhaps shown more clearly in his
prescription for happiness in what are commonly called the
Beatitudes than in any other context. Francis Bacon delivered him-
self of the pregnant judgment that prosperity is the blessing of the
Old Testament and adversity of the New. He was not far from the
mark. Deuteronomy, the summing up of the ancient Law, is full
of blessings, for the most part of a material kind—on harvest and the
fertility of cattle, on the succession of family and children, and
so on. Happiness as seen by Jesus and reported by Matthew
involves total self-commitment to the kingdom of God, the renunci-
ation of personal rights, and the willingness to endure suffering
and persecution even unto death for the Name.

Chapter 10: Jesus the Lord of the Disciples

In chapter 10, as elsewhere, Matthew seems to have gathered into
one long and eloquent discourse sayings of Jesus that belonged
originally to other contexts and to various periods in the ministry.
Once again the emphasis here is on the absolute authority of Jesus,
his right to call and to send men as he wills, and to demand of them
the utmost in sacrifice and self-giving. The validation of this claim
lies, of course, in the cross of Jesus—the Master will not send the
disciple to face anything that he himself is not willing to face. To
this there is no direct allusion in the chapter, except in the phrase, “it
is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like
his master” (10:25); but the thought of the cross seems to have been
constantly present in the mind of Matthew as he compiled the dis-
course.
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