
What’s the most important book you’ve ever read? That was the 
question put to the public ahead of Academic Book Week in 2017. A 
panel of booksellers, librarians and publishers nominated 200 titles, and 
members of the public were asked to vote online for their top 20. The 
final list included works by Darwin, Shakespeare, Plato, and Karl Marx, 
but made no mention of the first book ever printed, the world’s annual 
best seller, the book with portions translated into 3,000 of the 7,000 
known human languages!

That book is the Bible. Many people commit large portions to memory. 
Many countries ban it, but smugglers willingly risk their lives to bring 
copies in. Why? Because it is the original and most powerful witness to 
the life of Jesus Christ, undeniably the most important person who ever 
lived, confessed as Savior and Lord by almost two billion people today. 
It’s the reason you and I are taking up this study together. For us there is 
no doubt about this book’s influence and importance!

The Bible, of course, is actually a library. The word “Bible” means 
“books” (plural).

Among those “books” of the Bible, we don’t really need to decide which 
is most important. We can enjoy them all for various reasons. But one 
man who cast a vote long ago was French scholar Ernest Renan. He 
called the Gospel of Matthew “the most important book ever written.” He 
may have been right.

Matthew’s Gospel has often been identified 
as a “teaching Gospel” more than the others.
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T H E FI R ST A MONG FO U R
Matthew is the first book in the New Testament, the 
first in a sequence of four Gospels that bear witness 
to Jesus. The Evangelists, writes Paul Maier, “were the 
four most successful authors in history. But they never 
saw a word of theirs in print, nor did they collect a 
penny in royalties.”

Matthew has been listed in the first position ever 
since the Muratorian Canon (second century AD) 
established its priority. The canonical order was 
repeated through the centuries, sometimes in poetry, 
more often in art. The “Black Paternoster,” an ancient 
prayer and nursery rhyme dating from the sixteenth 
century, addressed the four Evangelists as if they 
were guardian angels:

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, 
Bless the bed that I lie on. 
Four corners to my bed, 
Four angels round my head; 
One to watch and one to pray 
And two to bear my soul away.

In churchly art, the four Evangelists have often been 
represented by the four “living creatures” (lion, ox, 
eagle, and man) mentioned in Rev. 4:6–9, which in 
turn seem to be based on Ezek. 1:10. These have 
been variously explained. The explanation given to 
this writer during his school days was as follows:

Mark is symbolized by the LION because his 
Gospel begins with John the Baptist in the 
wilderness, roaring like a lion.

Luke is represented by the OX, because the 
ox is an animal used in sacrifice, and Luke’s 
Gospel begins and ends in the Temple in 
Jerusalem.

John’s symbol is the EAGLE, a creature once 
believed to be able to look straight into the sun. 
John, the “beloved disciple,” by virtue of his 
closeness to the Lord, was able more than the 
others to look straight into Jesus’ face.

Matthew is symbolized by a winged MAN. 
His Gospel begins with Jesus’ family tree, 
witnessing His human connections and His 
incarnation.

W HO, W H EN, A N D TO W HOM ?
Who was the author? That’s not a frivolous question, 
for none of the Gospels name their authors. The first 
known attribution of this first Gospel as “according 
to Matthew” (Greek Kata Matthaion) was by a bishop 
named Papias early in the second century. His source 
of information was probably strong, for early church 
fathers unanimously agreed that “Matthew,” the tax 
collector for Herod Antipas whose call is narrated in 
Matt. 9:9–13, authored this Gospel. No strong case 
can be made against it even today.

When did he write? That’s hard to answer with any 
certainty since there is little inside the book to pin 
down a date and no help from outside sources either. 
It is clear that the good news of Jesus circulated 
orally for at least twenty years after His ascension. 
But when the eyewitnesses of the life of Jesus began 
to die, there arose a need for a written record of “the 
things that have been accomplished among us” (Luke 
1:1). The earliest guess by scholars is in the mid to 
late ‘50s AD. Depending on Matthew’s relationship to 
Mark and the date of Mark’s writing, the date could be 
still later. The latest date identified by scholars is the 
decade of the ‘80s.

Early church tradition claimed that Matthew 
evangelized first among the Jews in Palestine and 
later among Gentiles in foreign lands. It appears that 
Matthew had a distinctly Jewish-Christian audience 
in mind as he wrote. Two possible destinations for the 
Gospel are Palestine or Antioch in Syria.

T H E “SY NOP T IC PROB LE M ”
So how are the Four Gospels related to each other? 
Did any of the Evangelists use each other as sources, 
as Luke admits to doing (Luke 1:1–3 — “Inasmuch as 
many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the 
things that have been accomplished among us, just 
as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses 
and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, 
it seemed good to me also . . . to write an orderly 
account for you”)? Did they utilize some outside 
compilation of sayings or stories?

Even without special training, most readers of the 
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Gospels will see that Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
employ similar outlines and, in many places, 
exhibit word-for-word correspondence, while 
John’s account varies widely from the other 
three. The first three Gospels, accordingly, 
have been called the “Synoptics” (the Greek 
word means “seeing together”). The puzzle of 
ascertaining their interrelationship is known 
as “the Synoptic Problem.” One can, of course, 
understand their message without solving 
that puzzle! But making the comparisons can 
help highlight the unique contributions each 
Evangelist makes in the same way that jurors 
listen carefully to the unique perspective of 
each witness to come before them.

For a long time, scholars were convinced that 
Matthew was not only listed first, but written 
first. His substantial agreements with Mark 
revealed an interrelationship that implied 
Mark’s dependence on Matthew as a source. 
But in the nineteenth century, opinion began 
to swing toward Markan priority, especially 
because, in their shared narratives, Mark was 
more detailed. Matthean abbreviation seemed 
more likely than Markan expansion, especially 
since Matthew was an eyewitness, while Mark 
was not. Opinion about which was written first 
is still divided.

Meanwhile, others noticed that Matthew 
and Luke shared material in common that 
did not appear at all in Mark. Some scholars 
proposed that, because of the closeness 
of the verbal parallels, Matthew and Luke 
relied upon a common outside source, 
later identified with the letter “Q” (for the 
German word Quelle, meaning “source”). The 
existence of such a document, of course, is 
just an educated guess.

Most commentaries go into this matter at 
great length, in far more detail than we need 
for our purposes. It will be sufficient for us 
to stop now and then to note similarities 
and differences between Matthew and the 
other three Evangelists so that we hear his 
message clearly. Always it will be our task to 
let Matthew bear his unique witness to us of 
Jesus Christ and the life He brings!

PR EV I EW I NG M AT T H EW
Before taking a trip, it’s useful (and fun!) to 
check out one’s itinerary. That way the family 
won’t miss the attractions along the way. Let’s 
have a brief preview of Matthew’s Gospel to 
whet our appetites for the journey we’re about 
to make. What are some of the things we don’t 
want to miss?

Matthew’s Gospel has often been identified 
as a “teaching Gospel” more than the others 
(Floyd Filson uses this description). Some 
even suggest it is a summary of the early 
church’s catechesis. The teaching features 
some of Jesus’ longer discourses. This writer 
still remembers seminary professor Edgar 
Krentz pointing out five great speeches in the 
narrative. These are:

The Sermon on the Mount – Matthew 5–7

The Missionary Discourse – Matthew 10

Parables of the Kingdom – Matthew 13

Discourse on True Greatness – Matthew 18

The Great Eschatological (End Times) 
Discourse – Matthew 24–25

While these speeches are certainly high 
points, they do not of themselves constitute an 
outline of the book. Dr. Jeffrey Gibbs, whose 
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commentary on Matthew is the primary resource for this study, offers a three-part outline 
promoted originally by Dr. Jack Dean Kingsbury, as follows:

Part One – Jesus Presented – Matthew 1:1–4:16 
This part summarizes the person and significance of Jesus.

Part Two – Ministry and Opposition in Israel – Matthew 4:17–16:20 
This part details the words and deeds of Jesus, Israel’s Messiah, along with the rising 
tide of questions, conflict, and opposition to Him.

Part Three – The Road to the Cross, Resurrection, and Commission – Matthew 16:21–
28:20 
This part brings us to the cross and the empty tomb at the heart of Jesus’ mission to 
“save his people from their sins.”

Along the way we will see other notably Matthean emphases. One of his primary themes is 
the “kingship” (reign) of God, spelled out with the recurring phrase, “the kingdom of heaven 
is like” Another strong component of this Gospel is the persistent pattern of prophecy and 
fulfillment, not only in the citation of some 40 passages from the Old Testament but in 
the description of Jesus’ life, which recapitulated, in some ways, the experiences of the 
nation of Israel and so “fulfilled” the destiny of the nation. For that reason, Matthew is the 
perfect bridge from the Old Testament to the New. The recurring mentions of “fulfillment” 
of prophecy is one of many reasons scholars believe Matthew’s audience was primarily a 
Jewish one. No other New Testament author has so many Old Testament quotes and allusions 
as does Matthew. Along the way we will pay close attention to the titles Matthew uses to 
communicate the person and work of Jesus.

Now and then we will stop to appreciate features of the story of Jesus that are told by 
Matthew alone, such as the coming of the Wise Men, the story of the temple tax in the fish’s 
mouth (wouldn’t you expect that from Matthew the tax collector?), ten parables found only in 
this Gospel, the death of Judas, the earthquake after the crucifixion, the posting of the guard 
at the tomb, and the only two uses of the word “church” in the Gospels.

Because this writer is convinced that memorization of portions of the Bible is still a useful 
and edifying practice, we will recommend verses to memorize. An investment of time in 
doing this will, we are confident, yield rich dividends to those who make that commitment. 
And why not, since Matthew is a prime candidate for “the most important book ever written”!

Are you ready for some study?
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PER SONAL APPLIC ATION

Prayer as we prepare: Lord God, guide me in this study of Matthew’s Gospel. Teach me 
to know who Jesus is, and who I am because of Him! In His name I pray. Amen.

1. Before taking this course, how much did you know about Matthew’s Gospel? What new things did you learn 
about it this week?

2. What do you think is the value of having four Gospels instead of just one? Is there any downside to having 
four different views?

Matthew 1:1–17
3. Have you (or has someone in your extended family) explored your own family tree? What can you learn 

about your ancestors (and yourself!) from getting your DNA tested?

4. List the titles Matthew uses to describe Jesus in vv. 1 and 16. What’s important about them? (compare Gen. 
12:1–3 and 17:6–8; 2 Sam. 7:12–16)

5. Read attentively through the genealogy of Jesus. How many of these names are familiar? What symmetry 
does Matthew highlight in v. 17? What event climaxes each section?

6. In v. 8 Matthew lists Joram (or Jehoram NIV) as the father of Uzziah (also known as Azariah). Compare 
this verse with 1 Chron. 3:11–12. What difference do you see? What might this indicate about Matthew’s 
genealogy?

7. Jewish genealogies did not normally include women. How many women are included in this one? As time 
allows, look up the names in a concordance. What discoveries do you make?

8. Compare Matthew’s genealogy with the genealogy in Luke 3:23–38. How far back into history does each 
one go? According to Luke’s version, whose son is Jesus? (compare vv. 23 and 38)

9. What, if anything, has been passed on to you spiritually from your ancestors? Did they influence your faith, 
values, or connection with a church? Or did you make such choices on your own?
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Matthew 1:18–25
10. Understanding Joseph’s decision requires understanding Jewish marriage practice. Using the clues in vv. 

18–19 (“betrothed,” “came together,” “her husband,” and “divorce”), what do you learn about the marriage 
customs of the Jews?

11. If you had been in Joseph’s place, how would you have felt? What would have been the most difficult 
aspect of his situation: a) Believing no other man was involved? b) Explaining this to the relatives? c) 
Facing the gossip of neighbors?

12. What does the angel’s message reveal about the child to be born? How does it change Joseph’s 
understanding? His decision?

13. What name is to be given the child? What does the name tell you about why He was born?

14. Matthew says (vv. 22–23) all this will fulfill a prophecy. What prophecy does he quote? What does the 
prophecy say about the mother? The son?

15. Can you say with conviction that “God is with me”? If so, what makes you certain of it?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 1:21 “You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”
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