
DISCOURSES
IN

MATTHEW

Jesus Teaches 
the Church

Jesus Teaches 
the Church

DAVID P. SCAERDAVID P. SCAER

This exploration of the Gospel of Matthew focuses on its cate-
chetical nature, paying special attention to the Five Discourses.
David Scaer demonstrates how each discourse builds on the
foundation of the previous ones to culminate in the narrative of
Jesus’ death and resurrection and his command to carry his
teaching to “all nations.” 

This challenging book argues at length that the First Gospel embodies a liturgi-
cally regulated faith and that it was written above all for Jewish-Christian cat-
echesis. Scaer’s theological approach, which happily allows the Gospel to
function as a whole, leads to many innovative suggestions and fresh readings.
Particularly provocative (and largely convincing) is his eucharistic exegesis of
large portions of the First Gospel.

Dale C. Allison Jr.

Errett M. Grabe Professor of New Testament and Early Christianity
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary

David Scaer understands Matthew as primarily five catechetical discourses writ-
ten by the apostle for use in preparing initiates for participation in Baptism and the
Eucharist. His book carefully distills decades of reading, studying, and teaching this
Gospel. Scaer masterfully teaches the teaching of Matthew and—much more
important—the teaching in word and deed of the one who is seen and heard
through Matthew’s Gospel and received in the sacraments: Jesus Christ.

Charles A. Gieschen

Associate Professor of Exegetical Theology, Chairman of the Department 
of Exegetical Theology
Concordia Theological Seminary, Ft. Wayne, Indiana

What did Matthew think he was writing? Few have answered this question
with such clarity and conviction as David Scaer. Matthew is self-consciously
writing Scripture; his purpose is catechesis; but almost nothing in his book can
be understood apart from the Sacrament for which his readers—of all cen-
turies—are preparing. Although he concentrates on Jesus’ Five Discourses,
Scaer’s vigorous interpretation illuminates every part of the First Gospel to our
great benefit.
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believers the death and resurrection of Jesus as the things of first
importance (1 Cor 15:3–5). For hearers, the central figure in each of
Matthew’s episodes is the crucified Jesus. Without this perspective,
Christianity deteriorates into a type of moralism, little different
from what was taught in the Jewish synagogues and from which
catechumens were attempting to break away. Matthew writes not
simply for the sake of historical preservation but to bring listeners
into the narrative so they will see that the forgiveness derived from
the atonement is for them.27 This is fully realized in the Eucharist
(26:26–29).

THE ROLE OF HISTORY IN EARLY CATECHESIS

Matthew’s catechetical purpose mitigates questions raised by schol-
ars, especially since the eighteenth century. Producing a biography
of Jesus to satisfy modern standards is impossible. Apart from the
bare-bones outline of the birth of Jesus and the events of his last
week, everyone can agree that the remaining chronology is lacking.
Instead, the story of Jesus is arranged to provide a crescendo that
culminates in his death and resurrection. Matthew prepares hearers
for this conclusion in particular places, for example, after the middle
of the Gospel when he records three predictions of Jesus’ death and
resurrection (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:17–19).

Before Jesus’ death, its significance as atonement is divulged to
the reader (20:28; 26:28), even if the explanation is not as extensive
as that provided in other New Testament writings. Jewish catechu-
mens already would possess an extensive idea of what was intended
by atonement. Sacrifice was required for various aspects of life, such
as childbirth, but especially for sin. All catechumens were preparing
to participate sacramentally in Jesus’ death as atonement (26:27–28),
but some knew of actual martyrdom (20:23; 23:34–35). Even before
Jesus’ death as atonement is laid out, catechumens confront their
own martyrdom. They may know little more than that Jesus was put
to death without cause, but they may have to face their own death
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27. For an overview of ancient biographies, see Ehrman, New Testament, 56–59. This defi-
nition is offered for Greco-Roman biography: “[A]ncient biography was a prose narra-
tive recounting an individual’s life, often within a chronological framework, employing
numerous subgenera (such as sayings, speeches, anecdotes, and conflict stories) so as to
reflect the important aspects of his or her character, principally for purposes of instruc-
tion (to inform what kind of person he or she was), exhortation (to urge others to act
similarly), or propaganda (to show his or her superiority to rivals)” (Ehrman, The New
Testament, 58). In general, the canonical Gospels fit as a subcategory under this defini-
tion, but as Ehrman points out, the attention given to the death of Jesus is extraordi-
nary for the ancient world.



before they know of the higher experience of Jesus in the Eucharist.
Some catechumens were martyred before they were baptized and
communed, but the church recognized such a death as a “baptism of
blood.” A martyred catechumen’s death supplied that of which he
was deprived. Eucharist and martyrdom find a common origin in the
death of Jesus. With the Eucharist, one confronts Jesus in his death,
and in martyrdom one participates in Jesus’ death. For nearly all cat-
echumens, this participation in Jesus’ death came first in Baptism.

According to modern definitions, Matthew’s prime purpose is
not historical or biographical. Rather than proving the facts of Jesus’
life, he assumes them. Matthew adopts an argumentative stance, as
when he presents the virginal conception of Jesus (1:18–25) and his
resurrection (28:11–15). Defensive apologetic does not permeate
Matthew’s style,28 but where he does lapse into it, he does so for the
sake of his catechumens, who may fall under the sway of Jewish
arguments.29 The key to unlocking “the secrets of the kingdom of
heaven” (13:11) will not be found in debating the historical issues
and demonstrating their authenticity. Matthew assumes that his
hearers accept what he says about Jesus. True understanding goes
beyond historical apprehension and is given by God in the cate-
chetical process itself (11:27; 16:17). The “to you” in “[t]o you it has
been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven” (13:11)
places catechumens alongside the original disciples. In offering his
Gospel as a catechesis, Matthew is making disciples for Jesus as
Jesus himself had once done, carrying out a task that Jesus gives by
command (28:19–20).

INTERPRETING MATTHEW AS “CATECHESIS”
An understanding of Matthew’s Gospel as catechesis does not sug-
gest that Matthew saw the meaning of his Gospel exhausted by a
first reading. It was written so it might be continually reread and
reviewed, even after catechumens had been admitted to the
Eucharist. Matthew’s concluding command to teach all things
(28:20) requires a repetitive public reading in the assembly of
believers because only then would hearers know it well enough to
follow its directives. This means that the interpretation of a section
of the Gospel is neither limited to nor permanently determined by a
hearer’s first reaction. A different reaction will occur and can be
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28. Robert H. Smith argues for this position in “Matthew’s Message,” 229–39.
29. See Davies and Allison, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Matthew, 1:24.


