
1 

The Short Argument that Matthew the Apostle  
Wrote the Gospel of Matthew 

 
and 

 
Why Irenaeus is Not Given More Weight 

When Determining Matthew’s Date of Composition 
 

 
 

THE SHORT ARGUMENT THAT MATTHEW THE APOSTLE  
WROTE THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 

 
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. The argument for 
Matthean authorship rests on the following three points: (1) the mention of Matthew 
in Matthew 9 and 10, and in parallel passages; (2) the manuscript evidence; and (3) the 
historical evidence of the early church. 
 The mention of Matthew in Matthew 9 and 10 and parallel passages. Matthew 9 and 10 
are the only places in the Gospel that mention Matthew. In all the passages, Matthew 
the tax collector is called and then listed as one of the apostles. Even in Acts 1, he is 
listed as an apostle. In Mt 9:9, we read that Jesus sees a man named Matthew sitting at 
the toll booth, and Jesus says to Matthew, “Follow me.” Matthew gets up and follows 
him. Then in v. 10 we find Jesus reclining at the table at Matthew’s house, and many 
tax collectors and sinners are coming to eat with Jesus and his disciples. Later in Mt 
10:1–4, “Matthew the tax collector” is listed among the twelve apostles. The Matthew 
of chapter 9 is quite clearly the Matthew of chapter 10 who is listed as an apostle. In 
Matthew 9 and 10, Matthew the tax collector is called, follows Jesus, and is listed as an 
apostle.  

When we look at parallel passages, we find the same. Now, it is true that in Mark’s 
version (Mk 2:13–17), Mark uses the name “Levi” instead of “Matthew.” Some may 
certainly take it this way, but this is not necessarily an indication of a contradiction in 
the Bible. Mark simply calls him by a different name. This was not uncommon as is 
seen in the NT itself. Peter is called by the names Simon and Peter. In Acts 1:23, one 
man is known by three names. In order to replace Judas who had betrayed Jesus, the 
other apostles pray, and two men are put forward to fill the empty position. One of 
those put forward was Matthias. The other was, as Acts 1:23 says, “Joseph, called 
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Barsabbas, who was also known as Justus.” In Col 4:11, Paul mentions a man named Jesus 
“who is called Justus.”  

So, the use of a different name, therefore, is not a strong indication of a 
contradiction.1 And we should also note that although Mark uses the name “Levi” in 
Mark 2, in Mk 3:13–18, where Mark lists out the names of the twelve apostles, we find 
no mention of an apostle named Levi. No, but in Mk 3:18 we do find a reference 
Matthew as one of the Twelve apostles. And what of Luke’s account? When we look at 
Luke’s account (Lk 5:27–32), Luke also refers to him as “Levi.” But, also again, in 
Luke’s list of the Twelve disciples, in Lk 6:12–16, we find no mention of Levi, but 
instead it is Matthew. Furthermore, in Acts 1, in a listing of the apostles, no Levi is 
mentioned but instead we find Matthew. Lastly, we also encounter a “Matthew” listed 
among the apostles in Acts 1. He was listed as an apostle in Matthew 10:3, and this is c 
the same Matthew that followed Jesus in Matthew 9.  

This seems like a fairly straightforward and compelling argument, except for the 
fact that the whole argument rests on the assumption that the Matthew in Matthew 9, 
in Acts 1, and the one to whom the Gospel is attributed are, in fact, all one in the same 
Matthew. The issue is, then, whether the Matthew of Gospel of Matthew and Acts 1 is 
the same Matthew to whom the Gospel is attributed. What do we see when we look at 
the early Greek manuscripts that we have available?  
 Manuscript Evidence. Unfortunately, there is not much by way of manuscript 
evidence, although there is some. The little that there is, however, when taken with 
everything else, only supports the notion that Matthew wrote this Gospel. There are 
Greek manuscripts of Matthew that contain the phrase KATA MAΘΘAION, which literally 
translated is “according to Matthew.” The earliest manuscript that has this phrase dates 
to the 4th century, so AD 300–400. I want to stress that this is the earliest manuscript 
available that we have with this phrase attributing authorship to Matthew. I want to 
stress this because what I’m not saying is that he earliest version of Matthew that we 
have is from the 4th century. We have manuscripts that contain sections of Matthew 
that date to the third and even second century. We have early manuscripts of Matthew, 
but the earliest manuscript we have that attributes authorship to Matthew dates to the 
4th century.  

That may not seem like a lot, but as one NT scholar notes, the attribution to 
Matthew “is testified by a strong tradition” and “it was indisputably acknowledged 
before the close of the second century and there is no positive evidence that the book 

 
1 Wright and Bird, 582, state that Matthew incorporates approximately 90 percent of Mark “usually in an 

abridged form.” Wright and Bird are, of course, assuming Markan priority (i.e. Mark was written first and 
Matthew [heavily] relied on Mark’s Gospel). Assuming that Matthew did have access to Mark and referenced it, 
then Mt 9:9 and Mt 10:1–4 are not verses unique to Matthew, in which case, it makes it interesting that he would 
not have named “Levi” as the name of the tax collector. It is furthermore interesting that no scribes seem to 
try and harmonize the accounts as there are no textual variants listed in Mt 9:9, Mk 2:13–17, or Mk 3:18.  
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ever circulated without this title.”2 In other words, there is no evidence of the Gospel 
ever being attributed to anyone other than “Matthew.” While the earliest manuscript 
dates to the 4th century, we have even earlier testimony that Matthew wrote the Gospel 
and there is virtually no evidence that it was ever attributed to anyone else.  

And that is the extent to which we can examine the internal evidence for the 
author of the Gospel. The question is, of course, is whether the Matthew in “According 
to Matthew” is the same Matthew in Matthew 9 and Acts 1, the apostle. To answer this 
question, we must look at the external evidence. When I say “evidence,” I’m talking 
about evidence outside the text of the Gospel of Matthew itself. In his excellent book, 
The Gospel of the Son of God, David Bauer states that the “external evidence points 
exclusively to the apostle Matthew as the author of the Gospel of Matthew.”3 What 
historical evidence is there that Matthew the apostle was the author of the Gospel? 
First, there are the certain historical considerations. 

Historical considerations. In the early church period, that is, approximately before 
AD 450, there was a steady increase in the productivity of writings on the Scriptures. 
Commentaries were being written. Sermons were being written. Letters were being 
written. And, as such, more and more references to the Scriptures were made. The more 
people talked about and wrote about Scripture, the more they referenced it. And so, we 
find that references to the Gospels are abundant. Different books of the NT have a 
greater number of mentions. “When it comes to the Gospels specifically, however, we 
have the benefit of clearer and more abundant attestation even in the early period. A 
robust confession of a canon of four Gospels is indisputably present in the 180s in 
Irenaeus of Lyons, who spoke of the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, John—as 
‘handed down to us from the apostles,’ as alone ‘true and reliable.’”4 

It is worth noting what Irenaeus (pronounced “ear-uh-NAY-us”) writes. He 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.5  

 
2 Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 1990), 43. 
3 David R. Bauer, The Gospel of the Son of God: An Introduction to Matthew (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 

2019), 48. 
4 Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, Second Edition, ed. Joel B. Green, Jeannine K. Brown, and Nicholas 

Perrin (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2013), s.v. “Canon” by C. E. Hill. 
5 Irenaeus, Against Heresies in Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. 

Cleveland Coxe (Buffalo: Christian Literature Company, 1885), 3.1.1 (p. 414). 
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First, notice that Irenaeus attributes the Gospels to those to whom they have 

been attributed throughout history. For Irenaeus, Matthew wrote the Gospel of 
Matthew. Also, notice that he links Mark (not an apostle) with Peter (an apostle). He 
links Luke (not an apostle) with Paul (an apostle). But with John and Matthew there is 
no such comment, which would seem to indicate that he is stating that Matthew the 
apostle wrote the Gospel. Irenaeus is just a sample of the unified testimony of the early 
church that Matthew the apostle wrote the Gospel of Matthew. The historical 
considerations concerning the recognition of what books were divine Scripture also 
help us make an argument for Matthew’s authorship of the book. 

The formation of the canon. As much as it might be cool to talk about, in this case 
the word “canon” is not reference to a piece of military artillery! Sorry. So, no, the early 
church didn’t go around with canons shouting, “The Apostle Matthew wrote Matthew,” 
right before the blasted someone. The word canon comes from the Greek word kanōn 
which refers to a means to determine the quality of something. It was a rule or a 
standard.6 It was the “quality assurance” of the day. Eventually, the word canon came 
to refer to a group of documents that the church recognized as Scripture. So sometimes 
you’ll hear the phrase the “canon of Scripture,” and that means those rules or standards 
that help determine whether works circulating at the time were Scripture or not. Today, 
we talk about the NT canon, that is, those books in your NT that are Spirit-inspired 
Scripture. In other words, if you say, “NT Scriptures” and “NT Scripture,” you are saying 
the same thing! 

But here I must stress here that the emphasis is on recognizing Scripture, not 
making, or declaring certain writings, Scripture. In other words, the books of the New 
Testament didn’t become Scripture because of some arbitrary rules. No, they were 
recognized for what they were based on the standards and rules. And once I share with 
you the standards and rules, you’ll see why they helped the early church distinguish 
divine Scriptures from other writings. The canon, the New Testament canon, was not 
“something developed by the later Christian church and subsequently imposed on 
writings written for another purpose.” The NT canon was not creation of the church.7 
 With the this in mind, we know that there were several criteria employed in 
discerning divine Scripture, and one of those was whether a book was written by an 
apostle or somewhat closely related to an apostle. It is highly unlikely that Matthew 
would have received the prominence it has enjoyed as the “church’s book” had it not 
been written by an apostle. When all the previous considerations are taken together, 
one may confidently assert that Matthew wrote his Gospel! 
 

 
6 BDAG, s.v. “κανών” (p. 507). 
7 Michael J. Kruger, The Question of Canon: Challenging the Status Quo in the New Testament Debate (Downers 

Grove: IVP Academic, 2013), 47. 
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WHY IRENAEUS IS NOT GIVEN MORE WEIGHT 
WHEN DETERMINING MATTHEW’S DATE OF COMPOSITION 

 
Here’s the quote from earlier from Irenaeus about the date of Matthew’s Gospel:  

 
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.  

 
Irenaeus claims that Matthew wrote a Gospel among the Hebrews in their own 
dialect. This would be, presumably, Aramaic. It probably would have been in 
Hebrew. Hebrew was often only used in literary/synagogue settings, and 
Aramaic was the language used for everyday conversation. The problem is that 
no strong case can be made for Matthew’s Gospel not originally being written in 
Greek.  
 There is no evidence, and no convincing argument, that Matthew 
originally wrote his Gospel in Aramaic. We have no evidence in the manuscripts 
because they are all written in Greek. In other words, Irenaeus is probably wrong 
about this. What many will do, then, is assume that he was wrong about the date 
that it was written, but the fact that he got the language wrong does not mean 
that the date is wrong. Nevertheless, the testimony of Irenaeus on the date of 
composition may still be valid while he is mistaken on the Gospel originally being 
written in Aramaic.  
 For this reason, Irenaeus is not given as much credence when it comes to 
dating time of writing for the Gospel of Matthew. As I mentioned in the sermon, 
however, I still think it is more likely that Irenaeus is correct on his date. 


