
Who was Matthew? 
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He grew up a good Jewish boy in Galilee. We know this because of the way he could quote the 

scriptures as an adult. Somewhere along the way he sold out his country and went to work for the 

Romans as a tax collector. When he did this he was barred from entering Synagogues and the Temple. 

Undoubtedly his family and friends quit being seen with him. He made good money but the only people 

who would befriend him were other tax collectors, thieves, beggars, prostitutes, immigrants and 

Romans. Of all the people to pick out of a crowd, Jesus picked Matthew. That’s the way Jesus worked. 

He didn’t pick priests or religious leaders. He didn’t pick the educated and respectable people. He didn’t 

seek out kings, governors, or military officers. He picked out the ordinary, the common and the 

overlooked. Of the 12 apostles he chose, 11 of them came from Galilee. They came from small towns in 

a hayseed province of the Roman Empire. 

Matthew was a humble man. He mentions himself only twice in his gospel. Once at his conversion 

and the second in the list of the twelve. He tells the story of his conversion in two simple sentences, 

“…Jesus saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he 

rose and followed him.” (9:9) His sudden and impulsive break with his career is an indication of the 

depth of his spiritual hunger. He had piles of money and enjoyed the power of the Empire. But inside he 

was empty, desperate and hungry for God. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness for they shall be satisfied.” (5:6) Surely Matthew saw himself in that beatitude. 

After the death and resurrection of Christ, Matthew made his way north to Antioch of Syria which 

quickly become a hotbed of early Christianity. It was there that believers were first called “Christians”. It 

was there that missionaries were called and sent including Paul, Barnabas, Mark, Silas, Titus, and 

Timothy. And it was in Antioch that Matthew was given the support and funding he needed to sit down 

and write his gospel about the year 70 AD. What you hold in your hands when you read Matthew is 

remarkable—a document written by an eye-witness within forty years of the events as they happened. 

There are no other historical documents from the ancient world that are as contemporaneous and 

reliable as the gospels and letters of the New Testament. Having finished his writing, Matthew took to 

the missionary path. Tradition tells us he headed east to the region south of the Caspian Sea. It was 

there Matthew was burned at the stake for proclaiming the gospel. It’s important to remember that the 

guy who wrote this gospel was willing to travel, live in poverty and even die to share it. Matthew fulfilled 

the last words he spoke to Jesus, “Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you.” (26:35) Give Matthew 

full credit for humility, sincerity, loyalty and conviction. 



Matthew has a unique perspective on Jesus. Matthew was a deeply Jewish man and he wanted to 

share the story of Jesus with a Jewish audience. This helps explain why Matthew quotes the Old 

Testament 99 times—more than all the other gospels combined. The very first verse introduces Jesus as 

a Jew, “son of David and the son of Abraham.” It’s Matthew who includes Jesus’ words about the Jewish 

law, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them 

but to fulfill them.” (5:17) Such words would have been incredibly reassuring to Jewish Christians. But 

Matthew also records how Jesus transformed the moral law making it radical and inward focused, “You 

have heard it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder…’but I say to you that everyone who is 

angry with his brother will be liable to judgment…” (5:21-22) Matthew structures his gospel around five 

major speeches of Jesus. He emphasizes Jesus as a teacher similar to Moses but superior to Moses in 

authority. Moses gave the law but Matthew emphasizes that it is Jesus who made the law. He is the 

living embodiment of the God of the Old Testament. In the end our commission as believers is not to 

study Jewish law but to teach and obey all that Jesus commanded. 

The gospel of Matthew is not a straight forward biography of Jesus. It is an announcement of good 

news. It is an attempt to persuade you the reader to follow Jesus, be baptized and take your place in the 

church. To do this Matthew attempts to answer three fundamental questions: 1) Who is Israel?; 2) Who 

is Jesus?; and 3) Who is the Church? 

Matthew is clear that Israel is the people of God. His Gospel begins with Abraham who was called by 

God. God gave to them the Law, the covenants, the prophets, the priesthood, the kings, the temple and 

the sacrifices. In Matthew’s gospel Jesus pays due respect to each of these institutions. Matthew goes so 

far as to remind his readers that Israel is the beloved son of God (2:15). God chose and adopted Israel as 

his son in the book of Exodus. God does not forsake whom he has chosen. God does not renege on his 

promises—even if his people show themselves to be unworthy sinners. Matthew is careful to show that 

Jesus did not come to make Israel obsolete but in fact Jesus came specifically for Israel, “I was sent to 

the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” (15:24) There is no way to understand who Jesus is without 

understanding who Israel is. Jesus is the Jewish Messiah and as such he embodies the future of Israel. He 

doesn’t eliminate Israel but opens the way for Jews and Gentiles to participate together in the people of 

God we now call the church. Israel was the Old Testament son of God whose life is now embodied in 

Jesus. Israel is the instrument of salvation and blessing for all the world. Jesus is a gift to us all from 

God’s people, the Jews. 

Who is Jesus? In every way Matthew portrays Jesus as a real human being. He laughs and cries and 

sweats and bleeds like any other man. Jesus is heir to the royal line of David. He is the king of Israel. But 



he is the king greater than Solomon. He is an authority greater than the Sabbath, greater even than the 

temple. He has the audacity to forgive sins even to alter the teachings of Moses. He demonstrates the 

power to resist the devil, he does what Israel could never do: he overcomes temptation in the 

wilderness and lives in pristine, unbroken obedience to God. He is more than a human being having 

been born of the Holy Spirit and possessing the ability to command the wind and the waves of the sea.  

It’s not a coincidence that just before telling the story of his passion and death, Matthew quotes 

Jesus telling us his mission, “The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.” (20:28) In this seminal verse, Jesus connects himself with the prophecy of the 

suffering servant in Isaiah 53 who makes himself an offering for sin, pours out his soul to death, bears 

the sin of many and makes intercession for transgressors. Jesus is the redemptive sacrifice that not only 

makes Israel right with God but anyone who believes in him. The cross is not a tragedy but in fact is his 

greatest victory. The climax of the whole story is when the centurion who crucified him is filled with awe 

at his death and says, “Truly this was the Son of God!” (27:54) That is it! That is exactly where Matthew 

wants to lead all of his readers. 

Who is the church? For Matthew the church is something Jesus came to build. “I will build my 

church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (16:18) The church is not like a Facebook 

group—just a bunch of like-minded people who come together to swap stories, trade recipes and plan 

outings. It’s not a human institution at all. It is of God and is built by God. The Church is the future of 

Israel. It’s made up of all—Jew and Gentile--who recognize that the Messiah has come in Jesus Christ.  

The confession of the Church is that of Peter in Matthew 16:16, “Jesus is the Christ the living Son of 

God.” The members of the church submit to baptism of repentance and reception of the Holy Spirit 

(3:11). The church then lives in obedience to all of Jesus’ teachings, “Everyone who hears these words of 

mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock.” (7:24) The mission of the 

church is plain: to make disciples of all nations, to baptize and to teach obedience. The power for all of 

this comes from the Holy Spirit who is the living presence of Jesus Christ. He is with his church even 

where only 2 or 3 gather in his name. There is no question in the Gospel of Matthew that Jesus believes 

the Church is the hope of the world.  

Andrew Klavan is a secular Jew who became a Christian in 2004. He wrote a book titled, “The Great 

Good Thing” that could also be the title of Matthew’s Gospel. Klavan writes, 

The physicist Stephen Hawking, who publicly confirmed his atheism in 2014, doesn’t believe that God is 
needed to explain creation. “The laws of gravity and quantum theory allow universes to appear spontaneously 
from nothing,” he explained. The philosopher Roger Scruton, thoroughly undid this argument simply by asking, 
“But what created the laws of physics?” Such an obvious flaw in Mr. Hawking’s reasoning should have been 
clear to anyone who wasn’t being carried off on the skeptical tide of the times. 



As a former secular Jew who converted to Christianity, I understand the temptation of such skepticism. My 
baptism in 2004 was an act of transgression. I sensed it at the time and know it all the more certainly today. I 
was nearly 50 then. I had lived my adulthood as a postmodern man, a worldling of the coasts and cities. For 
me to accept the truth of God and his incarnation in Jesus Christ was to defy the culture of the age. 

 

Two thousand years ago a great good thing happened. Jesus Christ was revealed as the Son of God. This 

is the center of history. He is the destiny of creation, the owner of the church and the hope of the world. 

Follow him! 

 


