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      “All of These Things Happened to Fulfill . . .”

      Before we get into the heart of Matthew’s collection, we need some foyer-based orientation. In this chapter and the following one, we will familiarize ourselves with Matthew’s museum by examining two big ideas that run through all of his rooms, two color schemes and repeated motifs that tie his Gospel together—the idea of fulfillment (chap. 1) and how literary structure shapes our experience of discipleship (chap. 2).

      Crucial to understanding the Gospel of Matthew well is paying attention to his foundational tenet that Jesus is the fulfillment of all that God has said and done in the past. This is the idea that Matthew opens with in his initial chapters. His teachings on Christology and discipleship only make sense through this lens. Yet fulfillment (and the lengthy genealogy) is an odd way to begin a biography. We might have expected the first book of the glorious New Testament to start with something more engaging and awe-inspiring—demons fleeing into pigs who then perform an inelegant fifty-meter cliff dive; a miraculous pop-up wilderness potluck where everyone gets a fish sandwich and there are even leftovers; dead daughters, sons, and friends compassionately raised to life and restored to their families. Matthew will tell us about these events later, but he knows that we need to start someplace else first.

      As we walk up the marbled steps leading to the gallery and its entrance hall, there are some crucial things for us to understand—things

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

    
      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

    

  
    
      7

      A Person in Community

      “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so” is not merely a nostalgic Sunday school sentiment but a profound reality at the basis of the Christian faith. Jesus’s compassionate and active love for all humanity is the impetus for his entering the world, revealing the triune God, and calling people to become his disciples. Out of Jesus’s sympathetic recognition that the “harvest is plentiful” but that we are “like sheep without a shepherd” (Matt. 9:35–38), he invites people to take his yoke upon their lives and become his disciples, thereby finding shalom (11:28–30).

      As I have argued throughout this book, this shalom-creating life of discipleship is rooted in Christology—that is, an understanding of who Jesus is as Savior, Son, and Teacher. The call to discipleship is rooted in who God himself is, revealed as the exact representation in Jesus (Heb. 1:3). God is whole, complete, and holy (Matt. 5:48), with no shifting shadows (James 1:17); therefore, to be a disciple of Jesus is likewise to pursue wholeness, completeness, and holiness.

      Central to Matthew’s presentation of what it means to follow Jesus is the recognition that Christianity is not merely about Jesus loving me. Christianity is also communal. The emphasis on the necessity of a personal relationship with God has always been important to Protestant Christianity and is a major tenet especially of the Protestant sub-tradition of evangelicalism. Jesus called individuals like Peter, James, Matthew, and countless others to follow him, and he still does so today through the work of the Holy Spirit. But the call to discipleship is never merely individualistic. It is an invitation to enter into a new Christ community, what Jesus regularly calls the kingdom of heaven. The Bible rightly tells me that Jesus loves me, but the offer of discipleship is a summons into a new community of we—not merely into an individual relationship with God. Jesus’s invitation to yoked discipleship is a call to being connected.

      As we enter the last large room of Matthew’s curated gallery of pictures of Jesus’s teaching and activity, we step into a space populated with other (imperfect) disciples on the same journey toward wholeness. This life together is a necessary aspect of discipleship. Jesus repeatedly gives instructions to retrain his disciples’ sensibilities and habits toward communal living with other Christians—instructions that reflect who God is, what he values, and what the future life in the new creation kingdom will look like.

      The great Dominican writer Antonin-Gilbert Sertillanges exhorts fellow Christians to consider their lives as part of a community, bound together into something more than individualism:

      The time would be opportune to conceive and to found the intellectual workshop or consortium, an association of workers all equally enthusiastic and diligent, banded together freely, living in simplicity, in equality, no one aiming at domination, even though someone might have a recognized superiority which would be of advantage to the group. Without pride or the spirit of rivalry, seeking only truth, the friends thus gathered together would, so to say, multiply one another, and their common soul would reveal a wealth of which no sufficient explanation would appear to be discoverable in any single part.1

      Sertillanges echoes the venerated ancient philosophical wisdom of Plato, Aristotle, and others. As the historian Pierre Hadot notes, we see in Plato’s Symposium that pursuing the philosophical life—that is, the life of wisdom and flourishing—“could be carried out only by means of a community of life and dialogue between masters and disciples, within the framework of a school.” In the philosophical schools, “education took place within a community, group, or circle of friends in which an atmosphere of sublimated love prevailed.”2

      As noted above, Matthew clearly presents Jesus as a philosophical Teacher, as the greatest sage who teaches truly who God is. He does this by forming a school of disciples, learners with whom he dialogues and for whom he cares deeply—instructing them, correcting them, and modeling for them the ways of God’s coming kingdom. To be a disciple is to be part of a group of fellow pupils who are learning from Jesus and from each other. Being a disciple of Jesus is never an individual experience. Throughout Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus repeatedly instructs his disciples what their mutual kingdom citizenship looks like. He engages not only in individual heart transformation work but also in resocializing his followers into communal habits that inculcate the first and second greatest commandments, wholehearted love for God and for others (Matt. 22:34–40). As we attune ourselves to this theme in Matthew, we behold gallery portraits of exemplars who model kingdom life together and of specific instructions for how to relate to one another in the Christ community.

      The “We” of Scripture

      Of the many contemporary life-philosophy gurus that I have read, one of the most thoughtful and comprehensive is Ken Wilber.3 Though from a Christian perspective his vision for life is incomplete and ultimately insufficient, his teaching about living an integrated life brims with insights about the complexity of our human experience physically, relationally, spiritually, and mentally. One of his key ideas is that for humans to thrive we need to pursue health across the various axes of our relationships—to ourselves, to others in our community, to those outside our village, and to the material world. From a Christian perspective, I have found it beneficial to focus especially on the first three, which I describe as the I-we-they aspects of our lives. (This is not to deny the importance of our relationship to the physical world, but that does not receive explicit instructions from Jesus.) Jesus’s emphasis on being whole (chap. 6 above) can be helpfully understood as focusing on the “I” axis. Christianity’s teachings about how to relate to the outside world speak to the “they” axis (see esp. Matt. 17:24–27; 22:15–22). And Jesus’s instructions about his disciples’ lives together direct us to consider what health in the “we” axis looks like.

      When we turn to the Scriptures to understand what it means to be human—especially as a “we”—we find the question addressed in the earliest pages. The creation account in Genesis shows us that, fundamental to a Judeo-Christian theological anthropology, humans are inherently relational creatures. Male and female together, we humans image God. In a way that is beautifully mysterious, we understand that these two forms of being human together reflect most fully who God is, more than any other parts of his diverse, majestic, and minute creation. Only humans bear the imago Dei. We understand now more fully from the New Testament that the fundamentally relational nature of being human mirrors the relational nature of the triune God himself—Father, Son, and Spirit.

      In Genesis, this human interdependence is also emphasized in the way the creation story unfolds. At each day-stage of creation, God rejoices and reflects on the goodness and beauty (Hebrew, tov) of what he has made (Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). At the apical sixth day, upon creating Adam, God proclaims that the human is exceedingly good (Gen. 1:31; Hebrew, tov me’od). However, there is one problem, one aspect of this tov-overflowing world that is incomplete: “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him” (Gen. 2:18). Even before the disastrous fall that brought disruption and death into creation, we learn that to flourish as a human requires relationship with other humans. While the pairing of Adam and Eve will involve sexual union for the extension of the human race, this need for each other is not primarily sexual. It was not good for Adam (or Eve) to be without a companion, a friend, a fellow human. There is a deeper aloneness that sex cannot fix and a deeper human companionship than sex can provide.

      In light of this fundamental biblical and experiential truth, we should not be surprised that Jesus and the apostolic writings regularly emphasize the necessarily relational nature of being a true disciple. God’s good will for his creation is to be in a right relationship with him (vertical) and in right relationships with one another (horizontal). This is reflected throughout the Scriptures. For example, it is baked into the very form of the Ten Commandments with its two tablets that give instructions on properly relating to God (Ex. 20:2–11) and to one another (20:12–17). The same can be observed in the Lord’s Prayer with the first part teaching us how to approach God (Matt. 6:9–10) and the second how to live in this world, especially in relationships of forgiveness (6:11–15). The apostle John makes the organic relationship between the two greatest commandments explicit: “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 John 4:20). This biblical-theological vision forms the context for Jesus’s teachings about the “we” aspect of discipleship. We’ll concentrate on two texts: Joseph in Matthew 1–2 and Jesus’s household code in Matthew 18–20.

      Joseph the Just as a Model of “We”

      Matthew’s Gospel opens with a genealogy, establishing that the subject of our biography is the Son of David and the Son of Abraham. After this genealogy, who are the first people we meet? Mary and Joseph. While Mary is the first person mentioned (Matt. 1:18), Matthew focuses our attention on Joseph. Joseph never says a word, but he is the first character who does anything in Matthew and, therefore, in the whole New Testament. The quest for the historical Joseph is difficult because he only appears briefly in the opening of Matthew and Luke and then disappears from the scene of the Gospels.

      We do know that he was the adoptive legal father of Jesus. Maybe he was still active during Jesus’s adulthood since some people knew who he was (John 6:42), but we cannot be certain. In Matthew 1–2 we learn that he received both angelic revelation and directions via dreams, the latter intentionally mimetic of his namesake in Genesis and also of the prophet Daniel. We know Joseph was a tektōn, a term that can refer to an artisan in either wood or stone. If Geza Vermes is right to look ahead to the metaphorical use of this term in the Talmud, “carpenter” and “son of a carpenter” were used to signify a man learned in torah.4

      Most important is how Matthew describes Joseph with these weighty words: “a just [or “righteous”] man” (Matt. 1:19).5 Joseph is a rare person in the Scriptures who is described as “righteous.” What does this mean? We saw in chapter 6 above that righteousness is the key idea throughout the Sermon on the Mount—specifically, to enter the kingdom of heaven, people must have a righteousness that consists of not merely external behavior but also a changed interior. In other words, they must be whole, not hypocritically split in heart and behavior. We can now expand this discussion to examine what Matthew means by “righteous.”6

      The Protestant tradition has trained us to think of righteousness in one category alone—that is, a right standing with God granted to us through Jesus’s sacrificial death and death-conquering resurrection. This certainly finds affirmation in some of Paul’s writings (Gal. 2:16; Rom. 5:1, 8:1) and is beautiful and true. But this is not the normal use of “righteousness” and its related words throughout the Old and New Testaments. The normal and most frequent use of “righteousness” is simply doing what is right, doing God’s will. This is not in competition with nor opposite of the truth that we cannot earn favor with God and must be united with Christ (Gal. 2:20; 3:27; Rom. 6:5; 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:17). We need to make sure we don’t try to force that narrower sense into the wider and more normal use of “righteousness” in the Bible—obeying God and doing his will.

      When we look at Matthew overall, we find that righteousness is indeed one of the major themes throughout his book and that he carefully directs us to understand it in a particular way. The Greek root dikai- appears twenty-six times in Matthew.7 This is commonly in reference to “the righteous ones,” an important category of people in Matthew. These righteous ones, or disciples, are often set in contrast with other people and things, such as the unrighteous (adikous, 5:45), sinners (hamartōlous, 9:13), the evil ones (ponērous, 13:49), hypocrisy and lawlessness (hypokriseōs, anomias, 23:28), and most interestingly and ironically, those of good repute (euōnymōn, 25:33, 41).8

      Righteousness is a large and complex concept that has more than one sense and can function in different ways in the various biblical authors. Careful study has shown that the Old Testament roots of the idea of righteousness are larger and more nuanced than merely forensic imputation. In the Old Testament, the words tsaddiq and tsedaqah often have the idea of restorative justice,9 understood in the context of covenant with God. This covenantal justice is ultimately God’s work of setting the world to rights—his saving activity—though we are called to participate in this and are the beneficiaries of it. In the subsequent Tannaitic literature, righteousness “is uniformly a term for man’s conduct in accord with God’s will.”10 This is not to deny the theological construct of imputed righteousness but only to point out that this term has a broader range of meaning than this particular doctrine alone.

      There has been no small debate about what “righteousness” means in Matthew.11 It makes best sense to interpret dikaiosynē in Matthew not as imputed righteousness but in its natural ethical sense of what is expected of Jesus’s disciples. In short, it is doing the will of God (7:21, 24; 12:50; cf. 6:10; 7:12; 18:14; 26:39, 42), the interior-plus-exterior righteousness that is required to enter the kingdom of heaven (5:19–20; 7:21).12 One clear locus for this understanding is Matthew 21:28–32, which contains a concatenation of these overlapping terms: “did the will of his father,” “go into the kingdom of God,” and “the way of righteousness” (in this case referring to the message that John preached). In sum, I define “righteousness” in Matthew as whole-person behavior that accords with God’s nature, will, and coming kingdom. The “righteous” person, according to Matthew, is the one who follows Jesus in this way of being in the world. The righteous person is the whole/teleios person (5:48) who not only does the will of God externally but also, most importantly, from the heart. This is both radically continuous with the ethics of the Jewish Scriptures and radically in conflict with Jesus’s interlocutors, the Pharisees.13

      In Matthew 1:19 when Joseph is described as “righteous,” we have not yet seen the various ways in which Jesus unpacks and defines righteousness. We have also not yet seen the other relevant central theological theme in Matthew: mercy. Of the many themes that Matthew highlights (fulfillment, righteousness, Christology, discipleship), mercy stands out as the primary moral habit that Jesus wants to mark his disciples’ lives. To understand this necessary virtue, it is best to describe it as a “matrix of mercy”—a series of distinct but overlapping postures of heart and habits that Jesus regularly models and commends: mercy, compassion, and forgiveness.

      “Mercy” (eleos) is the manifestation of a state of heart toward others that makes peace, shows compassion, and forgives. It is a generous action that delivers others from some need or bondage. In the Beatitudes, Jesus commends this posture toward others with his macarisms about showing mercy (5:7) and making peace (5:9). In Matthew 6, one of the spiritual practices to be done with a whole heart is giving alms or showing mercy to those in physical need (6:1–6), the opposite of which is the harsh judging that is condemned in 7:1–5. Mercy typifies Jesus’s way of righteousness, especially as it fulfills the second greatest commandment, love for others (22:34–40). Jesus places great weight on showing compassion to others in need as highlighted twice with Matthew’s strategic use of Hosea: “I desire mercy, and not sacrifice” (Matt. 9:13; 12:7, quoting Hos. 6:6). Additionally, disciples are exhorted to help those in need (Matt. 25:35–36). Note that the term for giving alms to the poor/needy (eleēmosynēn, used in 6:2–4) is related to “mercy” (eleos). We might think of Matthew’s theme of mercy by comparing it to a volume slider on a mixing board—Matthew has turned up the volume on mercy in his theological mix.14

      Closely related, Matthew regularly emphasizes Jesus’s compassion toward others. Five times in Matthew, Jesus is described with the verb splanchnizomai, having compassion (directly in 9:36; 14:14; 15:32; 20:34; indirectly in 18:27). Jesus’s continual healing ministry is a sign of his compassion. By way of contrast, Jesus’s conflict with his self-appointed enemies, the scribes and Pharisees, often centers on their lack of compassion for others (12:1–14; 23:4, 23). As Dale Allison points out, Jesus puts much emphasis on showing mercy to others—both in commanding it (9:13; 12:7; 23:23; 18:21–35; 25:31–46) and modeling it (9:27–31; 15:21–28; 7:14–18; 20:29–34). In this he stands in the biblical and Jewish tradition that places compassion “near the center of the moral life.”15

      Another part of this matrix of mercy is the Matthean emphasis on forgiveness of others. Jesus repeatedly speaks of the necessity and beauty of forgiving other people who have sinned against us (6:14–15; 18:15–20, 35), often tying it inextricably to receiving forgiveness from God himself. Forgiveness toward those who have wronged us is central to being a disciple of Jesus because it is living in the way that God himself does, forgiving others and making the sun shine and rain fall on all people, even the wicked (5:45).

      All of this enables us to go back and re-understand Joseph’s righteousness in a particular way. Joseph is righteous precisely because of his merciful and compassionate attitude toward Mary, who as far as he knows has been unfaithful to him, since the angel has not yet appeared to him. Matthew writes, “Joseph her husband, because he was a righteous man and did not desire to shame her, planned to divorce her quietly” (Matt 1:19 my translation).16 Crucial to understanding the significance of this description is attention to the Greek participial phrase, dikaios ōn. While it would be possible to translate this participial phrase as concessive—“although he was a righteous man”—a far better rendering is causal: “because he was a righteous man.” Joseph is righteous in the way that Jesus defines righteousness throughout Matthew—marked by the highest virtue of compassionate, forgiving, and merciful love toward others. Rather than dragging Mary before the village and demanding her stoning or other punishment, the apparently dishonored Joseph desires to not put Mary to shame but rather to end their betrothal with a quiet, unexplained termination. The scribes and Pharisees may be inclined to interpret righteousness as focusing on justice and rights, condemning those who have done wrong according to God’s law. But Joseph stands as the first exemplar in Matthew’s Gospel of a deeper truth—that mercy, compassion, and forgiveness are the greatest commandments and, therefore, the greatest righteousness.

      Beginning with this first active character in his Gospel, Matthew shows us that Jesus is redefining righteousness as mercy, kindness, and compassion.17 Joseph serves as the first example of this newly defined righteousness that is intended to reorient the moral theology of the Christian community in Matthew’s day and throughout the history of the church.

      Thus, from the first page of his Gospel, Matthew teaches that discipleship to Jesus has a fundamental and particular “we” aspect. Jesus’s disciples are people who out of compassion show mercy toward others and forgive one another when wronged. The “we”-ness of life together in the community of Christ’s disciples should be primarily characterized as merciful.

      The “We” of the Church

      The Joseph story is a powerful narrative manifestation of what mercy-focused righteousness looks like among Christ’s disciples. But Matthew also records an extensive teaching section from Jesus that expands on what the community aspect—the “we” of discipleship—looks like. As discussed in chapter 2 above, Matthew has structured his bios with considerable literary skill, including providing five major discourses or teaching blocks organized around topics. The fourth discourse (Matt. 18) concerns life together among the disciples, hence its great relevance to this discussion.

      This new community of Christ followers can be described as the “assembly” or “church” (ekklēsia, used only here in the Gospels). This Discourse-Narrative 4 (DN 4) block of teaching (see outline in chap. 2) intentionally flows from and builds on the stories of Matthew 14–17. In those stories Matthew shows how Jesus redefines and reconstitutes the people of God as all those who respond to Jesus in faith, both Jew and Gentile. In this way, Matthew 18–20 mimics the pattern of the exodus after God rescued his people from Egypt through the Red Sea. In both Exodus and Matthew, the divine King’s actions form the basis for a new covenant, followed by the instructions about what life within that covenant should look like (Ex. 20–23 and Matt. 18–20). This is what torah (covenantal instructions) is—the formalized relationship made between a rescuing king and his new subjects.

      Technically, Matthew 18:1–19:1 comprises the discourse proper part of DN 4. At the same time, this is itself part of a larger construction of 18:1–20:28, tied together intentionally at the beginning and the end by the question of who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven (18:1 and 20:20–28). Thus, the discourse and the narrative can be read separately as well as together. When read as a whole, DN 4 gives us a Haustafel or household code for the shared life of Jesus’s disciples.

      Household codes were common in the ancient philosophical system.18 In Aristotle’s Politics 1.2 he addresses the male household head’s relationship to his wife, children, and slaves. Many other philosophers, including the Stoics, followed suit. These instructions for family life together were not necessarily based on blood relationships but hierarchical units within a household that were themselves a microcosm of the state, with the male head as a king. Groups that were considered potentially subversive to the Roman Empire, such as the cult of Isis or Judaism, would often produce their own household codes that showed the “orthodox” character of their family lives. One can see examples of this in Josephus and Philo, as well as similar sentiments in Sirach 7:18–28. Christians likewise produced household codes for the same purposes (such as in Eph. 5:22–6:9; Col. 3:18–4:1; Titus 2:2–10; 1 Clem. 1.3; Did. 4.9–11; and possibly 1 John 2:12–14).

      This is the best way to understand the extended discussion of Matthew 18–20. The purpose is to shape the sensibilities and habits of Christ’s disciples after his resurrection and ascension. When we view Matthew 18–20 through this lens we see Jesus emphasize a number of crucial aspects of the “we” of discipleship, most of which are counterintuitive and often based on the opposite of what the world values:

      
        	The least are the greatest (18:1–5; 19:13–15; 20:20–28).

        	God cares about and protects the “little ones” (18:5–14).

        	Those who appear to be externally righteous and blessed don’t necessarily get into the kingdom of heaven (19:16–30).

        	God values committed relationships (19:1–12).

        	God rewards people justly but not necessarily according to human standards or desires (20:1–16, 20–28), and we must resist envy and comparison.

        	Jesus’s way of life is often marked by suffering (18:7–9; 20:17–19; 20:20–28).

        	Most importantly, disciples of Jesus fully forgive others even when they have been wronged, mistreated, and sinned against (18:15–35).

      

      Implicit in Jesus’s community instructions is the recognition that humans, including those who have been born again by the Spirit of God and who are committed to Christ, will struggle to live with one another in peaceful and kingdom-oriented ways. Christians need this household code because we will not randomly or naturally stumble into a lifestyle marked by Jesus’s values. These values include caring for the lessers in society, protecting the little ones, staying committed in marriage despite wrongs committed, and not being envious of others’ successes and blessings.

      None of this is optional for the disciple of Jesus. The “we” aspect of discipleship is nonnegotiable. While Matthew 18 is often interpreted as the church-discipline text, this misses the main point. The text describes a vision for life together in merciful, compassionate, forgiving relationships among brothers and sisters. Nonetheless, the sting and weight of Jesus’s instructions cannot be ignored. If anyone is unwilling to reconcile with his brother or sister, then that person shows himself or herself to not be a true disciple, hence the command to remove the person from the assembly and treat him or her as an outsider (18:15–20). This is how highly Jesus values his disciples living a communal life of love. For Jesus, a flourishing community is not one free of conflict but one where Christians value and practice Jesus’s very different way of being in the world—living out the matrix of mercy that he taught and that he himself modeled. Christian disciples are invited into a fellowship, an ekklēsia, a kingdom of brothers and sisters, who are committed to each other and who are learning through successes and failures to inhabit the world in the ways of mercy.
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