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Everyone—and I mean everyone—has an opinion about Jesus. 
 

“Jesus was a communist. Jesus was a socialist. Jesus was a refugee. Jesus was a 
failed Jewish prophet. Jesus was a great moral teacher. Jesus was the wisest of 
philosophers. Jesus was the Messiah… who was a precursor to Muhammed. – Jesus 
would say, ‘Black lives matter.’ No, Jesus would say, ‘All lives matter.’ Jesus would vote 
Republican. No, Jesus would vote Democrat. Actually, Jesus would write-in himself. 
Jesus was radical. Jesus was a radical. Actually, no, Jesus wasn’t radical enough. – Jesus 
never existed, and he was just made up by his ‘disciples.’ Jesus may have existed, but he 
was not God. Jesus definitely existed but he wasn’t divine. The Jesus who actually existed 
and the Jesus portrayed in the NT are extremely different figures. Jesus didn’t exist and 
is just another in a long line of pagan myths about the death and resurrection of the 
gods.” 

All of the previous statements that I have made can be found in books, in online 
comments, and in our everyday conversations as we share the gospel. Everyone has an 
opinion about Jesus. It is fair to say that Jesus is the most polarizing figure of history. 
The diversity of opinion we see all around us today, however, is not unique to our time. 
While Jesus still walked the earth, we see a similar situation. In Matthew 16:13, Jesus 
asks his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” In v. 14, the disciples 
attest to the various responses they had heard: “Some say John the Baptist; others, 
Elijah; still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” I like what one author says: “The 
disciples were merely echoing what they had heard [through] the Galilean grapevine.”1 
Yes, even in Jesus’ day, “The political leaders, the priestly class, the crowds, the 
recipients of healing, and the disciples, all tried to find a category, either from Scripture 
or from cultural stereotypes, which they could apply to Jesus.”2 

In Mt 16:15, Jesus asks the penetrating, examining question to his disciples, but 
also to us, “But you, who do you say that I am?” This is, in fact, the title of the whole 
series—Who Do You Say I Am? This is not only the question Jesus asks and not only 
the title of the sermon series, but it is literally the only question that matters. How we 
respond to Jesus is literally a matter of eternal life or eternal death. There are only two 
ways we respond to him. Response number one is to surrender to him as your Lord 
and Savior by grace through faith in work on the cross in your place. If we do that, we 
have eternal life and we are members of the glorious kingdom of heaven. Response 
number two is to reject this him and receive condemnation, damnation, and eternal 
death. “Who do you say that he is?” That’s the question posed to each of us. 

Matthew answers this question with his Gospel account, and this is, perhaps, 
why the Gospel of Matthew was so popular in the early church. One author observes, 



 

“it is no exaggeration to state that the faithful who lived between the end of the first 
and the end of the second centuries came to know the words and deeds of Christ on 
the basis of this text.”3 Another author writes this: “Along with Paul’s epistle to the 
Romans, the Gospel of Matthew is the most significant Christian writing in existence.”4 

 
[The Gospel of Matthew] was the church’s book. Matthew was the most popular book in the 
[early] church fathers. It was the most widely cited, copied, and remembered Gospel. There 
are more quotations and copies of Matthew’s Gospel than any other Christian text…. 
Matthew’s placement at the head of the New Testament … is not haphazard or insignificant. 
Matthew was the book perfectly suited to link the story of Israel ([in] the Old Testament) with 
the story of [Jesus and] the church ([in] the New Testament) …. [And] it places the faith of 
the church in the context of the hope of Israel.5 

 
Matthew’s theological and historical biographical account of the life of Jesus plays a 
unique role in the theological and historical context of the church. It grounds our story 
in Christ within the story of Israel.  

I am eager to start this study through the Gospel of Matthew because it will be 
a prolonged examination of the portrait of Jesus according to Matthew. This morning, 
as we do with every book study we start, we want to examine some introductory issues 
regarding authorship, date of composition, and some special features of Matthew’s 
Gospel. I want to equip you with some knowledge of the background matters to help 
you better understand Matthew. When we talk about special features, this will serve as 
what is known as the “amuse-bouche.”  

Have you ever heard that phrase? It’s a French phrase that literally means “amuse 
mouth.” It refers to an item in a restaurant that is served both to prepare the diners for 
the meal and to offer a preview of the particular style of the chef. Discussing some 
special features will whet our appetite and give us a taste of Matthew’s style. 
 

Authorship 
 

Who wrote the Gospel of Matthew? It may seem unnecessary to ask such a question. 
It is, after all, called the “Gospel of Matthew” or the “Gospel according to Matthew.” 
Traditionally, the author of Matthew was understood to be, well, Matthew! The Gospel 
was attributed to Matthew the tax collector who shows up in the Gospel and in Acts 1. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, there are those who doubt such a claim, but I think a decent 
case can be made for holding to Matthean authorship.  

I think a case can be made that Matthew, who is mentioned in the Gospel as a 
tax collector and also as one of the original twelve disciples, was the author of the 
gospel. The Gospel of Matthew was written by the Apostle Matthew, eyewitness to the 
ministry of Jesus and a part of twelve apostles in the early church. In the earliest Greek 
texts that have any mention of authorship, the only name associated with the book is 
Matthew. The early church held that Matthew wrote the Gospel, and its inclusion in the 



 

NT indicates the belief that it was from the hand of an apostle. With all this in mind, 
we may say confidently that Matthew the Apostle wrote the Gospel of Matthew. 

One obvious implication of asserting the authorship of Matthew the apostle is 
that what we read in the Gospel of Matthew comes from someone intimately involved 
in the Lord’s ministry. Matthew was involved firsthand in the ministry of Jesus. We can 
trust what we read as it comes from someone who sat at the feet of Jesus. It carries with 
it a particular weight as the eyewitness testimony of the apostle Matthew. 

We can trust the portrait Matthew gives us of Jesus, but we can also trust the 
message Matthew has concerning Jesus as the Messiah. The authorship of Matthew also 
means that gospel we believe is reliable, the Scriptures are reliable, and our confidence 
is well-placed when we trust the Gospel of Matthew as Christian Scripture. Having 
discussed the authorship of the book, let us look at when the book was most likely 
written.  

 
Date of Composition 

 
Most scholars “with a few exceptions, date the Gospel of Matthew anywhere from the 
late AD 60s to the late 80s.”6 There is almost no question that it was written before the 
end of the first century. It is worth noting what Irenaeus writes. Irenaeus was a church 
Father in the second century, born around AD 130. In his work against entitled Against 
Heresies, he writes the following: 

 
Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul 
were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure, Mark, 
the disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had been 
preached by Peter. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached 
by him. Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did 
himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.7 

 
First, notice that Irenaeus attributes the Gospels to those to whom they have 

been attributed throughout history. But he says that Matthew wrote his Gospel while 
Peter and Paul were still preaching. The generally agreed upon date for the death of 
Peter is AD 63. If Irenaeus’ statement is given any credence, then Matthew could have 
been written in the early AD 60s. To me, I think more credence should be given to 
Irenaeus than usually is given on this matter, and I think the Gospel of Matthew was 
probably written in the early-mid AD 60s. 

One other issue of dating is that there is generally one dividing line between 
views. That dividing line is the destruction of the Temple in AD 70. If there is evidence 
from Matthew that the Temple was not yet destroyed, then the Gospel was composed 
before AD 70. Conversely, if there are indications that in Matthew’s composition the 
Temple had already been destroyed, then the date of composition would be after AD 
70. I am inclined to think that it was composed in the early 60s and so that would be 



 

before the destruction of the Temple. At the very least, the range of dates for composition 
is between AD 60s and approximately AD 85.  

Now that we’ve covered those two background issues, let’s turn our attention to 
some special features found in Matthew’s Gospel. The Apostle Matthew carefully 
crafted his narrative to communicate what he, and ultimately what the Holy Spirit, 
desired to communicate about the life and ministry of Jesus.  

 
Special Features of Matthew 

 
I want to point out some special features of Matthew and how they affect our 
understanding of the Gospel. There are four special features that I want to highlight: 
(1) the beginning and ending of Matthew; (2) Matthew’s emphasis on prophecy and 
fulfillment; (3) Matthew’s emphasis on Jesus’ teaching ministry; and (4) the “gospel 
according to Matthew.” The beginning and end of Matthew provide the framework for 
how we understand what Matthew is doing. So, let’s look at this feature of Matthew’s 
Gospel. 

The beginning and end of Matthew. There are several things to notice about how 
Matthew begins and ends his Gospel. First, it begins in 1:1, “An account of the 
genealogy of Jesus Christ, Son of David, the Son of Abraham.” From the beginning, 
Matthew connects the lineage of Jesus with the story of Israel. For Matthew not only 
does Jesus have his genealogy from Abraham and David, but the origins of his story 
come out of those stories as well. When we arrive at the end, the story of Jesus is not 
to stay within Israel, as Jesus commissions his followers in Mt 28:18–20, “All authority 
has been given to me in heaven and on earth. Go, therefore, and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am 
with you always, to the end of the age.”  

In a Gospel centered on the ministry and activity of Jesus, what begins as a story 
connected to Israel’s story, ends with a commission to share the story with the nations. 
Something through the story causes a shift, and the name of that cause is Jesus. What 
bridges the story of OT Israel and the nations is Jesus. And throughout Matthew’s 
Gospel, he connects the person and work of Jesus to the gospel going to the nations. 
For example, in Mt 4:14, Matthew quotes Is 9:1–2 as fulfilled in Jesus, “Land of Zebulun 
and land of Naphtali, along the road by the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles. 
The people who live in darkness have seen a great light, and for those living in the land 
of the shadow of death, a light has dawned.” 

In Mt 12:17–21, again Matthew portrays Jesus as the fulfillment of Isaiah’s words 
in Is 42:1–4, “Here is my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved in whom I delight; 
I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations. He will not argue 
or shout, and no one will hear his voice in the streets. He will not break a bruised reed, 
and he will not put out a smoldering wick, until he has led justice to victory. The nations 



 

will put their hope in his name.” Matthew has a clear agenda that he wants us to come away 
from his Gospel with a sense of mission based on Jesus. 

The beginning and end also sharpen our understanding of discipleship. We read 
the ending and know Matthew wants us to teach, but we can’t teach what we can’t 
know. That’s why we read Matthew’s Gospel. All of Matthew may be understood as 
the ongoing cycle of knowing Jesus and making him known. 

But as we go through the Book of Matthew, it will also be necessary for us to 
keep both the beginning and the ending in mind. This will help us make sense of some 
of the passages we read. But also, it reveals the nature of the gospel according to 
Matthew. The gospel was a message that compelled the disciples to go to the nations. 
Jesus, as the divine King and Messiah, ought to compel followers of Jesus to take the 
gospel to the nations. But also, this beginning-to-end framework helps us to situate our 
salvation story. 

Your salvation story is part of a larger story. It is a story that has its origins in 
Genesis 1:1 and runs all the way through the rest of the OT. That is why it is also worth 
noting that Matthew sees Jesus as the ultimately fulfillment of many OT promises and 
prophecies. This is the second special feature of Matthew. 

Prophecy and fulfillment in Matthew. That Jesus is the fulfillment of OT prophecy is 
not unique to Matthew. It is true, however, that the Gospel of Matthew is full of OT 
quotations. Matthew “contains by far more explicit quotations than do any of the other 
canonical Gospels.”8 There’s no question that, for Matthew, Jesus is the fulfillment of 
all the messianic, Old Testament prophecies. Not only does Jesus fulfill prophecy but 
he himself is the one to whom other OT figures point. What do I mean by that? Not 
only does Matthew say that Jesus is the fulfillment of prophecies, but Jesus is portrayed 
in Matthew as the true Israel, the Greater Moses, and the truer and greater David.  

For Matthew, Jesus is the culmination of God’s redemptive work in the world. 
Matthew is careful, however, to point out that Jesus did not consider his work as the 
abolishing of the Law and Prophets. In Mt 5:17, Jesus says, “Do not think that I have 
come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have not come to abolish but to fulfill them. 
Therefore, “Jesus makes it clear that this fulfillment is to be understood not in terms of 
the abrogation of the OT but rather as an affirmation of its significance through his 
own life and ministry.9 Jesus does not repeal the law or replace the law and the prophets, 
but he fulfills them.  

With Matthew, this special feature of prophecy and fulfillment is evident in the 
fact that no “other Gospel begins with a genealogy describing Jesus as the culmination 
of Israel’s history through Abraham and David.”10 For believers, that Jesus is the 
fulfillment of Israel’s story hold tremendous promise for us. First, Jesus really is the 
promised Messiah. Our faith in him is not misplaced. Second, God kept his promises, 
and we are the recipients of that blessing. Third, the promises not yet fulfilled will be 
fulfilled.  

 



 

That is a second special feature of Matthew. But there is another special feature 
we want to consider this morning—the gospel of Matthew has the most teaching 
material of Jesus. 

More teachings of Jesus. The Gospel of Matthew contains more teachings of Jesus 
than any other Gospel, with well-known passages including the Beatitudes (5:3–12), the 
Lord’s Prayer (6:9–13), the Golden Rule (7:12), and the Great Commission (28:19–
20).11 Matthew places an emphasis on the teaching ministry of Jesus. In his Sermon on 
the Mount, Jesus gives an extended teaching as Matthew portrays Jesus as a New Moses. 
At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, in Mt 7:28, Matthew writes, “When Jesus had 
finished saying these things, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, because he was teaching 
them like one who had authority, and not like their scribes.”  

Jesus’ ministry is characterized as one of teaching. Matthew summarizes the 
ministry of Jesus in Mt 4:23, “Now Jesus began to go all over Galilee, teaching in their 
synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and 
sickness among the people.” Jesus’ teaching is not just a “version” of teachings but 
instruction in the ways of the kingdom of God. “In the Gospel of Matthew, teaching is 
essentially guidance in the ways and will of God.”12  

But Jesus is more than a teacher. Jesus was not primarily a teacher, not in 
Matthew’s conception. Matthew says that Jesus is the Messiah, he is the King to inherit 
the throne of David, and he is Yahweh. All that said, we must admit that Jesus did teach. 
Taking this emphasis on Jesus’ teaching with the Great Commission (“teach them to 
obey”), it becomes clear that obeying the commands of Jesus presumes that we know 
the teachings of Jesus and we are to teach others.  

With all of this in mind, it’s clear that the teaching ministry of Jesus receives a 
special emphasis in Matthew. Matthew’s Gospel is, then, an invitation to have an 
extended seat at the feet of Jesus. When we come to Matthew’s Gospel, to listen to 
Matthew, to read it, is to sit under the teaching ministry of Rabbi Jesus, the Messiah 
and Son of God. The “Gospel according to Matthew,” with all his special features, is a 
repository of Jesus’ teaching about his identity and the kingdom of God. But we must 
not neglect that it is the gospel according to Matthew. This is the fourth special feature 
to discuss this morning. 

The “gospel according to Matthew.” We are going to study the gospel according to 
Matthew. What does it mean to be “according to” Matthew? We might think of it in 
this way: the gospel according to Matthew is “How Matthew Saw Jesus and His Message 
as Good News.” It is the “good news of the gospel” through his eyes. As we go through 
the book, we will be presented with Matthew’s good news of Jesus, and as we’ve seen, 
the gospel of Jesus Christ is connected to the story of the OT.  

In Mt 4:17, after Jesus’ successful resistance of temptation in the wilderness as 
the true and faithful Israel, Jesus begins his public ministry. Matthew simply says this: 
“From then on, Jesus began to preach, ‘Repent, because the kingdom of heaven has 



 

come near.” This verse “serves as a general heading to the whole second major division 
of the Gospel of Matthew,”13 which spans from 4:17 to 16:20. 

It is in this verse that we find some very important themes within the Gospel of 
Matthew. Jesus says the “kingdom of heaven has come near.” When we arrive at that 
passage, we will dive more into what it means that the kingdom of heaven has “come 
near,” but Bible students and scholars have long recognized that the phrase “kingdom 
of heaven” is Matthew’s way of referring to the kingdom of God. As much as the gospel 
concerns our salvation, we must not divorce this from the understanding that coming 
of Jesus was the coming of the King, and one phrase that’s used that I particularly like 
is “in-breaking.” Jesus’ arrival heralds the “in-breaking” of the kingdom of heaven. 
Heaven has invaded earth in the coming of the Messiah. This invasion, this “in-
breaking,” demands and requires a response from us—repent. 

In this summary of Jesus’ preaching, the first word is a command: repent. Repent; 
change your life and attitude and thought.14 To repent is to replace what is at the center 
of your life with what should be at the center of your life. To repent is to respond in the 
proper way to that which is true. The call to repentance implies that there is a truth to 
which you are not responding properly. Sure, it involves conviction, feelings of guilt or 
sorrow, but very much the emphasis is on changing your life. As one author translates 
this command, Jesus says, “Get your lives in order.”15  

The cause or reason for our repentance is the fact that the kingdom of heaven 
has come near. Jesus says, “Repent, because the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 
Because the kingdom of God came near in the person and preaching of Jesus Christ, it 
demands, requires, calls, requests, and solicits a response. The gospel according to 
Matthew is a gospel that makes a demand. It makes a demand on our lives by calling us 
to repent. So many people today want a soft gospel that provides them with all the 
benefits of salvation but with no real demand on their lives. They want all the rewards 
and none of the repentance. Let us hear again these words: “Repent, because the kingdom 
of heaven has come near.” 

Such is the call to discipleship. For Matthew, discipleship is not simply adding 
Jesus to your life, but about forsaking your life, repenting, and following Jesus. Matthew 
knows nothing of a silk-pillowed gospel because Jesus preached a gospel that called 
people to repentance. For Matthew, Jesus is the divine Son of God, born of a virgin; 
and he is the Messiah sent to fulfill the promises made to Abraham, David, to God’s 
people. Jesus came to save people from their sins by establishing his righteous kingdom 
through his death and resurrection, the defeat death, the forgiveness of sins, and the 
establishment of a mission to take the news of Jesus and his kingdom to all peoples.  

This fourth special feature of Matthew is a theme that we will come back to over 
and over again. The gospel according to Matthew calls us to recognize who Jesus is and 
reorient our lives accordingly. This is why I’m excited to study this book because every 
week we will be presented with the portrayal of Jesus in Matthew, and every week 
Matthew is asking us, “Do you need to repent because your version of Jesus doesn’t 



 

match with what I’ve just told you?” The gospel according to Matthew presents the 
gospel in such a way that you begin your repentance and reorientation by correctly 
answering the question, “Who do you say he is?”  

What about you? Who do you say he is? Peter answers in Mt 16:16 that Jesus is 
the “Messiah, the Son of the living God.” He answered well. Have you? I said earlier 
that there were two responses to Matthew’s question. Those same two options are the 
only two options in response to Jesus’ command to repent. Either we respond by grace 
through faith with obedient love, following him as Lord and Savior, and as the Messiah 
and Son of God, and then we have eternal life, we are members are the glorious 
kingdom of heaven. The other response is to reject this path and receive condemnation, 
damnation—eternal death. “Who do you say that he is?” That’s the question posed to 
each of us. 
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