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The Ministry Begins

Matthew’s chapter 3 picks up the story some thirty years later with the ministry of John
the Baptist, the baptism of Jesus, and in 4-1-11 the temptation narvative. At 4:12 Jesus
recurns to Galilee, not bowme to Nazareth but vather to Capernaum, where he begins to en-
list disciples, beginning with Simon Peter and his brother Andrew, His itinerant ministry
takes him throughout Galilee, his fame extending north to Syria and ativacting crowds

from the Jerusalem avea, from the ven cities along the Mediterranean coast, and from the
ather, or eastern side of the Jordan.

Those that repent and embrace
the Faith and do what is right
shall be admitted to Paradise.

—Koran

_ %

With chapter 3 the narrative has bypassed Jesus’ childhood and young
adulthood, which by the second century had become the stuff of legends. It is
now the spring of AD 28 (perhaps) and a significant event occurs: the baptism
of Jesus by his cousin and great predecessor, John the Baptist, now often called
the “Baptizer,” or, among Baptists, “John the Immerser” (or, less reverently,
the “Big Dipper”). Repentance, for John, entails baptism, to which Jesus also
submits (“to fulfil all righteousness”), although the event itself is not described
and it is unclear what the sinless agent of God’s redeeming has to repent.

John is a wilderness figure resembling Elijah the Tishbite (“an hairy man,
and girr with a girdle of leather about his loins” [2 Kgs. 1:8}), preaching the
need for repentance and the nearness of a mysteriously undefined “kingdom
of heaven,” a message Jesus will repeat at 4:17. His proclamation is so brief and
abrupt that readers are not told if divine forgiveness is assured by repentance
or what sort of life the repentant sinner should live after baptism. Here he ap-
pears suddenly and unexpectedly, but he will be generally absent from Jesus’
ministry, though his unhappy fate, described in 14:1-12, foreshadows Jesus’
rejection and his crucifixion. John was a model ascetic, and that the word of

God came to him while he was “in the wilderness” (Isa. 40:3) helped justify the

carliest monks when they withdrew from civilization to be “alone with God,”
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hough Calvin warned against turning John into a proto-monk.! It i symbol-
cally appropriate that he performed baptism, a ceremony of transition, in the
Jordan River, the traditional boundary between the wilderness and the
promised larllcl. . ' _

+ Baptism is something of a problem, being uncertain in its origins and
“eaning, unexpected in a life of Jesus, unparalleled in the Old Testament, yn-
“lear in its theology, and uneven in its acceptance and practice among Christ-
‘jan denominations, though it eventually came to rank with the Fucharis, as
“the fundamental Christian sacrament. It is even questioned in its English ren-
“dering, as some would prefer “immersion,” pointing out that the Greek of 3:11
i literally “in water” and “in the spirit and fire.” Jews were accustomed to pu-
rifying themselves through ritual ablutions and bathing, as can be seen from
“the records of the Essenes or in the Dead Sea Scrolls, where the Qumran com-
‘minity seems to have pracriced frequent washings. But quite differenc is the
‘rite of baptism, which by contrast has an indelible character and is not repeat-
‘able (though baptism vows can be renewed). Thus, it may have served as an
initiation for converts to Judaism who were not circumcised and needed to be
‘cleansed of their Gentile impurities, though it is unknown when or where or
‘why it became an initiatory rite for Christian converts, Nevertheless, Jews did
‘not baptize other Jews, so John’s insistence on its accompanying their acts of
repentance must have seemed a surprising innovation, Baptism recurs at the
end of Martthew when Jesus orders his disciples to baptize converts in the name
‘of the Trinity (28:19). But there is no indication that it was formally instituted
by him, and only once (John 3:22) is he said to baptize anyone himself.

- Jesus” baptism is recorded in all four gospels, but the presence of the Holy
Spirit suggests that his is a special Spirit-baptism, not a cleansing from sin. For
“ordinary Christians, it became a sacrament that would remit all sin, so it was
normally delayed in the early church until candidates had undergone months
of probation and instruction, particularly in the forty days of Lent that ended
~“on Holy Saturday. It was then performed at Easter in order to assimilate its “re-
~ birth” symbolism with the death and resurrection of Christ, an association
~ popular with Paul. Baptisms were performed at a cathedral but in a separate
. building called a baptistery, usually a round structure recalling the rotunda in
 Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy Sepulcher, built over the traditional sites of
~Jesus’ crucifixion, burial, and resurrection. There the candidate would cus
-~ tomarily face west while renouncing the devil and his works {baptism is also a
' quasi-exorcism, a part of the ceremony that the Reformers eliminared), and
- east while reciting the Apostles’ Creed. The candidate underwent a triple im-
- mersion, one for each member of the Trinity (or recalling Jesus’ three days in
the tomb), or else a sprinkling (“aspersion”) while standing in the font, then
was clothed in a white garment. But as the sacrament came to be administered
ptivately to infants in local churches and by sprinkling instead of immersion




28~ The Gospel of Matthew and Its Readers -

(which the Baptist and Orthodox churches still retain), its location was moved
inside to a special area supplied with a basin or font, and the basin was smaller
and clevated. Baptismal fonts were often richly decorated, usually with reliefs
of the sacraments, and their shape reproduced baptism’s death-and-rebirth
meanings: four-sided, like a coffin; six-sided for Good Friday; or eight-sided
for the Day of Resurrection (or the eight people saved in Noah's Ark, or the
eight Beartitades). Or the font could be round for the womb of rebirth, with
the catechumen emerging from its waters as a child of God. Visitors to Ra-
venna in northern Iraly can see the so-called Arian Baptistery, with its dome
mosaic of Jesus’ baptism, built in the fifth century and octagonal in shape.

Many of the first Christians seem to have waited as long as possible in order
to avoid the harsh public penances levied on sins committed after they were
baptized. So the first Christian empetor, Constantine, who was a great mur-
derer of his enemies and had disposed of his son and wife, was baptized on his
deathbed in 337 (Voltaire said the Christian emperors “had discovered the se-
cret of living criminally and dying virtuously”); and St. Ambrose, then the
governor of Northern ltaly, was not baptized until he was about to be ac-
claimed bishop of Milan in 374.” As the medieval church established auricu-
lar confession and penance as the accepted ways to have personal sins forgiven,
and as diseases were dooming many Christian children, the baptism of infants
(pedobaptism) became the rule, intended,sunder the influence of Augustine,
to remit the original sin incurred by the child’s humanity within the family of
Adam and to impart the grace and power of the Holy Spirit. Not to be bap-
tized meant thar an infant was consigned to the nonbiblical “limbo” (Latin: in
limbo, “on the border”), a featureless annex of hell that entailed a loss of that
heavenly union with God known as the Beatific Vision but not the hellish
pains inflicted for personal mortal sins.

In subsequent tradition, baptismal “bathing” came to reproduce the first
action whereby a convert is received into the life of the community, and the
use of water as its visible sign involves one of the Bible's most suggestive sym-
bols, implying both death and rebirth. In Genesis the waters meant the judg-
ment and destruction of the Flood, but they also meant purity and refresh-
ment and creation. In Exodus the Israclites pass through the waters of the
“Red Sea,” and in Joshua they enter the promised land through the waters of
the Jordan River. Hence, new Christians, called “catechumens,” were “reborn”
from the “death” of their old lives, as they responded “T believe” to a series of
questions about their new faith. They were then “sealed” with the sign of the
cross, indicating, as Christ did by his death.on the cross, a victory over the
devil, and could “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4) and be eligible to par-

ticipate in the ceremony of the Eucharist, the truly distinctive Christian sacra-
ment. The minister of baptism was normally a priest, though in emetgencies
it could be performed by laypeople. The Donatists, a powerful group of early

Christian heretics in North Africa, were the first to argue that the sinfulness

~or unworthiness of priests invalidated the sacraments they administered, but
- it has always been Christian teaching that Christ is the true minister of all the

sacraments and that what mattered was the inherent efficacy of the sacrament

: and the intention, not the character, of the ministrant.*

The water of baptism was invoked in one version of the medieval “ordeal
by water,” whereby the accused was bound and lowered into water. If he—or,
very often, she—did not sink, it was assumed the pure water had rejected him
and he was guilty. Baptismal water also survives today in the “holy water”
available in fonts to Roman Catholics to bless themselves with the sign of the
cross as they enter and leave church, and in the Asperges (“You shall sprinkle”)
liturgy whereby the priest in procession sprinkles water over the faithful. Along
with the cross, it has always been considered a potent safeguard against devils,

o On the other h'a_nd, the medieval Cathars (“Pure Ones,” 11th—13th centuries),
- who were dualists and heretics, dispensed with water altogether in favor of an

: imposition of hands, arguing that water represented the material world from
. which the soul must be freed.

That no one seems surprised by John's baptizing suggests that baptism was

. an accepted if not standard ritual in the time of Jesus, deeply grounded in the
 Jewish equation of ritual purity with holiness, though it appears that whereas
';...-'-john can bring his followers to confession, repentance, and immersion (evi-
- dently without any probationary period), only Jesus will be able to forgive
 them their sins. Unfortunately, neither the Bible nor Christian churches today
- are clear or consistent on its sacramental status or the elements of its confer-

ral or its theology, such as the difference between water-baptism and Spirit-

‘baptism (the latter an experience of empowerment popular with Pentecostal
: Christians}; the relative efficacy of immersion or submersion in water, pour-
- ing or sprinkling of water, anointing with the “oil of salvation,” and laying
© on of hands (Acts 8:17); the use of salt on the tongue to symbolize the preser-
- vation of the faith; the priest’s spittle on his hands as he touches the ear and
~ nose to “open” them to God’s word; the use of Larin or the vernacular; the
T e}_{orcism—l%ke renunciation of “Satan and all his works,” whether by the ’can-
fihdate or the godparents; and, most importantly, its power to remit sins and
~“puton Christ” (Gal. 3:27). These multiple uncertainties have been a contin-
 uing source of division in Christian history, and they persist today, where bap-
~ tism continues as the first Christian sacrament bur is usually performed on

children, traditionally eight days after birth, and represents God’s first decla-

. ration of grace ro the new Christian before he or she can commit actual sins.

The practice of baptizing infants who are innocent and can make no per-

. sonal act of faith has always been a particular problem for theology, sometimes
: addiessed by df:ﬁmng the rite as ex gpere operato, that is, conferring grace sim-
~ ply “by the action performed,” and an example of how God provides grace for
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those who have done nothing to merit it. Children can also be j.ustiﬁed vicar-
iously by the faith of the church (Aquinas) or of the child’s sponsors (Luther
and the Anglicans) or by their potential for faith (Calvin). Still, it did provide
children with instant “salvation” at a time of widespread infant mortality; and
although the NT evidence is distressingly scanty (it is assumed that when
Lydia “and her household” were baptized at Acts 16:15, this included small
children), it had an OT precedent in infant circumcision. It also publicly cel-
ebrates the child’s entrance into the church and honors the families who will
help to cultivarte his faith. But questions were raised in the early church as to
whether one can simply be made a Christian or must become one, and some
denominations, known first in the sixteenth century as Anabaptists, or “re-
baptizers,” and now represented worldwide by Baptists, reserve it for young
adults who have reached the “age of accountability”—“believer’s baptism.” The
Mennonites in contemporary Ametica follow the words of their founder,
Menno Simons (1496-1561), who found it “an invented rite” and “a harmful
superstition” without scriptural warrant: “It is not of God nor of His Word but
of Antichrist and of the bortomless pit.” Simons cited 19:14 (“Suffer lirtle chil-
dren . .. to come unto me.”) to show that “Christ has promised the kingdom
of heaven to small children without baptism.” They point out that Jesus was
an adult when he was baptized and that he instructed his disciples at the end
of Matthew (28:19) first to teach “all nations and then to baptize them. The
Anabaptists (for whom Matthew was the preferred gospel) suffered for this be-
lief, as did the Baptists, who liked to use local rivers for the immersion rite they
called “dipping.” In 1526 a Zurich edict ruled that they be “drowned without
mercy,” this being considered an ironically appropriate punishment—the
“dippers dipped”—for those who preached adult baptism.¢

The Quakers, noting that Jesus did not baptize his disciples, and privileg-
ing the inner workings of the Holy Spirit over external rices, dispense with
what William Penn called the “watery dispensation” altogether. Voltaire
quoted a Quaker as saying: “We profess ourselves disciples of Christ, and not
of John.”” The Salvation Army does not baptize, whereas the Mormons per-
form proxy baptisms “for and on behalf of the dead” partly as a way to seal
families together, partly to bring its spiritual benefits to those historical figures
(Alexander the Great!) who did not know about Christianity.

During the Reformation, the Swiss Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531) broke
with Luther in regarding baptism, like the Eucharist, as no more than a spiri-
twal aid, 2 ceremonial pledge to the community that the child will live a Chris-
tian life. Others regarded baptism, not as an efficacious instrument of grace,
but as a purely external rite, not unlike circumcision, to be completed and
confirmed (hence “confirmation”) in adulthood by a baptism of belief, but im-
portant enough to be retained as a recollection of Jesus” own baptism and cir-
cumcision and as an exercise of faith for the child and its sponsors. Luther’s

osltion on infant baptism was conservative. Paradoxically, in the light of his
evatlﬂn of Scriprure over human traditions, he acknowledged that its bibli-
| basis was weak (the same held for the Trinity), but in this case he appealed
“scclesial infallibility,” maintaining that it was validated by the practice of
ie universal church. He also saw it justified in Jesus” welcoming little children,
id he argued that to do away with it in favor of a “believer’s baptism” would
_emphasize individual works over sacramental grace as the condition of be-
coming a Christian.?

The Western church has sought to ratify infant baptism with the adult
sacrament of confirmation. Des1gned to add strength to the graces of baptism,
itisa kmd of higher bapusm, using consecrated oil on the forehead (“chris-
‘mation,” as the sacrament is called in Orthedoxy), not water. It is usually ad-
“ministered with laying on of hands by a bishop to children old enough to
“tinderstand their faith commitment. Originally, confirmation immediately fol-
Jowed baptism, and the Eastern church still administers the two sacraments
together, regarding them as inseparable, with confirmation recalling the de-
‘scent of the Holy Spirit in Matthew 3:16b. Confirmation was also a Refor-
mation casualty. Calvin disapproved of this “gross and greasy liquid,” for
‘which he found no authorization in Scripture, and he argued that the laying
'on of hands was limited to the apostles. Better, he thought, that adolescent
Christians be catechized, that is, “give an account of their faith before the
church.™

The Kingdom of God

Mine eyes have seen the glory
of the coming of the Lord.
—Julia Ward Howe

Jesus foretold the kingdom, and
it was the Church that came.
—Alfred Loisy

John’s message, that “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (3:2), is the first of
twenty-nine distinctly Matthean references to God’s “kingdom,” a concept al-
maost completely absent from Hebrew scriptutes, but one that adds a social,
even cosmmic dimension to Jesus’ message, even though, oddly, God is never re-
ferred to as its king. Matthew, unlike Mark and Luke, usually calls it the king-
dom “of heaven” rather than “of God,” partly out of deference to an audience
whose Jewish sensibilities made them reluctant to pronounce the divine name,
partly to emphasize that the power of that kingdom, encompassing heaven
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and earth, also belongs to Jesus. What can puzzle readers is that the familiar
words “at hand” generally refer, often bewilderingly, to a situation that is both
spiritual and material, a new order of things that is local and universal, here
on earth and there in heaven, now with Jesus and perfectly in the future.

Matchew records this ominous message at the very beginning of his gospel
{also at 4:17) and will return to it fleetingly in the Beatitudes (5:10) and in the
Lord’s Prayer (“Thy kingdom come” [6:10]), more specifically in two verses of
the Mission Charge (“The kingdom of heaven is at hand” [10:7] and “Ye shall
not have gone over the cities of Israel, till the Son of man be come”[10:23]),
and at length in the Olivet Discourse of chapters 24-25. The expectations
aroused by these passages pervaded much of first-century Christianity.

Beginnings and endings have a fascination of their own, and Martthew’s
gospel that begins with a birth and ends with a death also tells of a God who
created the world and will preside at its end, which it often suggests is alarm-
ingly close. Thus, eschatology and apocalyptic take up some of the most vivid,
if perplexing pages in all of Scripture. Although they are often used inter-
changeably, eschatology (a nineteenth-century coinage) refers to prophecies
about what will happen in the end time, usually seen as the Four Last Things:
death and judgment, heaven and hell; whereas apocalypric refers to their rev-
clation in literature and historical writingd that are usually anonymous and al-
ways both imaginative and obscure. They both loom large in the intertes-
tamental literature, the Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha, which are, for
Protestants, noncanonical and hence often neglected. In the New Testament
they are the great subject of Revelation, a book that brings the world-—and the
Bible narrative—to an end.

The problem is that nothing came of all these urgent and fearsome warn-
ings, and the fact that the world did not end or significantly change has con-
cerned Christians, for they are caught between the plain sense of Jesus’ pre-
dictions and the historical fact that they did not materialize—which can make
Jesus seem not only mistaken bur like just another deluded doomsayer, not
much different from those slightly ridiculous figures who are always herald-
ing the world’s end. Christianity’s critics have regularly made the failure of the
Parousia one of their main objections to the credibility of the gospels. “Un-
believers,” said Voltaire, “want to make us blush for our faith, when we con-
sider that the world is still in existence.”® A classic of late-nineteenth-century
Bible-bashing, George Foote’s Bible Handbook for Freethinkers and Inquiring
Christians, listed a number of end-time prophecies among what it called “Ab-
surdities,” “Contradictions,” “Atrocities,” and “Obscenities”: “Either these

. prophecies were spoken by Christ, or they were not. If he uttered them, he
stands ignominiously condemned as a false prophet. If he did not, the Evan-
gelists have put them into his mouth without warrant, and the Gospels are
“inreliable fabrications.” In either case Christianity is based on falsehood.™"!

" And the English editor and controversialist Robert Blatchford in God and My

' Neighbour (1903), popular tirade against all things Christian, said of the
' .'Pmphecies, “They are distinct, and definite, and solemn, and—untrue.”"

.. But the dissonance between Jesus’ statements and the historical record is
" thus an argument for their scriptural authenticity, though some would at-
" ribute these predictions to the early church, not to Jesus, and would empha-
" size the presence of God’s kingdom in Jesus—dramatically so in his miracles
- (12:28: “Bur if I cast out devils by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God
s come unto you”). That this was also a problem for first-century missionar-
* s is clear from a letter attributed to the Apostle Peter, in which he acknowl-
- edges that “scoffers” have mocked Christians for their unfulfilled expectations.
But he reminds his readers that God’s time is not theirs, since “one day is with
the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day,” that the delay
offers more time “that all should come to repentance,” and that when the “day
of the Lord” comes, it will be like “a thief in the night” (2 Pet. 3:8-10).

" Others have seen Christianity’s first great achievement in internalizing and
-;ﬂlegorizing the “kingdom of God,” based on such texts as Luke 17:21: “the
kingdom of God is within [better: among] you”; John 18:36: “My kingdom
5 not of this world”; and various sayings attributed to Jesus in the noncanon-
ical Gospel of Thomas. Similarly, Matthew 24:36 (“But of that day and hour
kioweth no man”} helped explain to disappointed apocalypticists why a king-
“dom of God was not established by Jesus on earth following his resurrection.
‘And it is significant that with the exception of 5:28-29, John replaces the
““coming kingdom” with “eternal life” (e.g., 1 1:25: “I am the resurrection and
“the life”) and in 14:16 looks forward, not to the second coming of Jesus, but
o the coming of the “Comforter” (Holy Spirit). There is litdle eschatology
“tecorded in Luke’s Acts of the Apostles, Paul preferred to emphasize Jesus’
“death and resurrection, and there is no evidence that these failed predictions
 caused widespread defections among first-century Christians. Finally, with the
wild imaginings of Revelation in mind, to what extent should Matthew’s read-
“ers allow for rhetorical exaggeration—what Matthew Arnold called “turbid
Jewish fantasies” of “the grand consummation” ?*?

_To rationalize this situation and give it contemporary relevance, there has
“been in Christian thought a progressive spiritualization {exegetical gymnas-
tics?) of N'T apocalyptic, so that its doomsday warnings and “adventist” mes-
sage yielded to one of personal salvation. Origen (185-254) wrote: “It is clear
 that he who prays for the coming of the Kingdom of God rightly prays that
 the Kingdom of God might be established, and bear fruit, and be perfected in
himself.”" And Augustine claimed that Chist’s coming “is happening all the
time in his Church.”” Continuing this process, modern critics have spiritu-
 alized these predictions—"“The ‘kingdom of heaven’ is a state of the heart”
 (Nietzsche).'s So the general understanding is “already, but not yet"—that if
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the world is not yet about to end (“imminent eschatology”), then the “king-
dom” is somehow in Jesus already (for Matthew in the resurrected Jesus), or in
the hearts of believers (all examples of “realized eschatology”), or in the visible
church. Thomas Hobbes, arguing in his Leviathan (1651) for the absolute
power of civil authority, would call this last identification “the greatest and
main abuse of Scripture.”” A proof text for this figurative interpretation is the
Great Commission of 28:19-20, for why would Jesus instruct his disciples to
“ceach all nations” and promise to be “with you always, even unto the end of
the world,” if in fact he was about to return and establish his kingdom on
earth?

For others in antiquity, eschatology seems to have been taken less as a
timetable than as an expression of hope, an imaginative metaphor to account
for present sufferings and to anticipate a future upheaval that would transform
lives and alter the course of history in ways that could be left largely undefined.
For Jews it had been Israel’s hope that God would vindicate her in the face of
her enemies, perhaps through the establishment of a messianic kingdom. But
now in Matthew it takes the usual two forms: one in the present ministry of
Jesus, which was a transforming experience and inaugurated a new age; the
other in the anticipation of a second coming that was sometimes seen as near,
at other times as distant. For if Jesus by hig incarnation, dearh, and resurrec-
tion had not completely defeated Satan (since evil still flourished in the world),
then it must have been only a provisional victory, and Christians must await
his recurn—the Parousia—to see the final defeat of evil and the establishment
of a new order on earth. -

Readers have wondered why; if; as so often claimed, the events of Jesus ca-
reer were later formulated in such a way as to bring them into conformity with
the early church’s understanding of its faith, the gospel editors left untouched
tlfiwwm%not
difecily after the resurrection. Was the anticipation of the Parousia still so keen
i toward the end of the first century it continued to preoccupy the evange-
lists and their communities? In the notorious chapter 15 of his Decline and
Fall of the Roman Empire, Edward Gibbon (1737-94) summed up the evolv-
ing views and persistent appeal of an imminent end time from the viewpoint
of the cighteenth-century Enlightenment: “Though it might not be univer-
sally received, it appears to have been the reigning sentiment of the orthodox
believers; and it scems so well adapted to the desires and apprehensions of
mankind that it must have contributed, in a very considerable degree, to the
progress of the Christian faith. But, when the edifice of the church was almost
completed, the temporary support was laid aside. The doctrine of Christ’s
reign upon earth was at first treated as a profound allegory, was considered by
degrees as a doubtful and useless opinion, and was at length rejected as the ab-
surd invention of heresy and fanaticism.”® And the familiar words of Im-

. manuel Kant (17241 804) can summarize the Enlightenment view: “We have

ood reason to say that ‘the kingdom of God is come upon us’” once the prin-

' ciple of the gradual transition of ecclesiastical faith to the universal religion of
" teason . . . has become general and has gained somehow a universal foot-

~ hold.””

Thus the kingdom of God is {somehow} both immanent and imminent,
present Trd antipared i e N = Testament; and the same phrase is used to

. Jescribe both God’s redemprive sovereignty in Jesus, with its emphasis on in-

dividual salvation, and a future end time of justice and peace. The second un-
Jerstanding has recurred periodically in the crises of Western history, notably

* in the Reformation, where the instability of the times, the resurgence of bib-

licism, and the identification of the pope as the antichrist seemed to some rad-
cal Reformers to signal a purification of the church and society that would

repare for a second coming. On the continent it was the Anabaptists, partic-
glarly Thomas Miintzer (1489--1525), and in England the militant “Fifth

" Monarchy Men” among Cromwell’s followers, who combined gospel passages
“such as these with the millenarian materials of Daniel (7) and Revelation (20)
© to imagine an earthly and, if necessary, violent transformation. But Article 17

of the Augsburg Confession (1530), the first creedal formulation of Luther-
*anism, condemned what came to be known as “Judaizing,” abjuring “certain
- Jewish opinions which are even now making their appearance and which teach
“that, before the resurrection of the dead, saints and godly men will possess a
' worldly kingdom and annihilate all the godless.”

20

Nevertheless, many Christians have been obsessed with fixing the end time,
and the “dating game” survived among Seventh-day Adventists and Jehovah's
Witnesses. For the nineteenth-century followers of William Miller (1782~
1849), an early progenitor of Seventh-day Adventism, the “advent” was to
pecur on October 22, 1844, a non-event later known to Millerites as the
“Great Disappointment”; and the expectation of Jesus carly return is still an
Adventist docerine. Chatrles Taze Russell (1852-1916), the founder of Jeho-
val's Witnesses, favored 1914; and according to “Dispensationalism,” popu-
lar in some fundamentalist groups and teaching that God has divided history

~'into a series of periods, we are now in the “dispensation” that will precede the
“second coming, But for liberal Christians the whole subject remains some-
thing of an embarrassment, particularly since end-time preaching has so long

been a staple of fundamentalism.

" The great humanitarian Albert Schweitzer (1876-1965) was among those
“convinced that Jesus had meant these predictions seriously and that this ex-
‘pectation determined much of his preaching. So Schweitzer concluded that
 Jesus’ moral teachings must have been an “interim ethic,” their radical com-
“mands relevant only to the brief time before—or so his Jesus believed—the
- world would end. He theorized that Jesus was a Jewish apocalypticist who re-
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garded himself as the messiah (but not divine) and who resolved to bring on
the kingdom of God by personally enduring the traditional sufferings that had
to precede its establishment, only to be disappointed when it did not happen.
Jesus, “in the knowledge that He is the coming Son of Man lays hold of the
wheel of the world to set it moving in that last revolution which is to bring all
ordinary history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws Himself upon it.
Then it does turn; and crushes Him,”? But Schweitzer’s approach tended to
make Jesus eccentric in his own time and irrelevant in ours. It is hard to imag-
ine that the full range of Jesus’ teachings, which have enlightened and inspired
for centuries, were meant as emergency regulations for only a restricted time;
and Schweitzer's critics have shown that the “eradition” of messianic sufferings
he invoked hardly existed. The Old Testament can speak eloquently of the suf-
fering of the righteous (Christians especially favored Ps. 22), but there is ne
record of Jewish expectation that their messiah would die and be resurrected.

As anticipation of the end time weakened amid the realities of an industri-
alizing world, many American Christians, mostly Protestants, sought to cre-
ate at least a version of the “kingdom of God” on earth through the kinds of
human efforts that they hoped would lead to social progress, moral improve-
ment, and even material prosperity—a secular kingdom to match the spiritual
kingdom preached by Jesus. One such effort was the creation of interdenom-
inational agencies such as settlement hauses, the YMCA, the WCTU, and
campus organizations, which, along with' evangelism, would provide worldly
benefits. Another was the worldwide spread of missionary socicties in the late
nineteenth century, building schools and hospitals along with churches, par-
ticularly in the Far East and Africa. -

The eventual establishment of God’s “kingdom” was also the goal of a Bap-
tist minister and seminary professor named Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-
1918), who with like-minded colleagues preached a “Social Gospel” of public
justice and reform to the rapidly developing America of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. In a series of books, Rauschenbusch addressed
and sought to empower Christians, not just as individuals, but as members of
social institutions. Martin Luther King Jr. said that reading his Christianity
nd the Social Crisis (1907) left “an indelible imprint on my thinking.”* De-
parting from traditional Protestant theoties of human depravity and individ-
ual sanctification under the influence of Albert Ritschl (1 822-89) and Adolf
von Harnack (1856-1930), liberal Lutheran theologians, and drawing on his
years of experience as an evangelical minister in New Yorl’s “Hell’s Kitchen,”
Rauschenbusch offered a message of social betterment that he claimed was au-
thentically biblical in that it considered Jesus not only as a divine individual

_ but also as a historical figure in the context of his imperfect society.

For the proponents of the Social Gospel, original sin was greed and selfish-

ness, not pride, and sin was an offense not only against God but against hu-

- manity. Hence faith was also a confidence in the “feasibility of a faitly right-
- eous and social order,” and creating the “reign of God,” not founding a
- church, was Jesus true purpose during his ministry. His explicit message may
- have been of personal repentance and salvation, but implicit in his law of
+ {ove was a criticism of society’s injustices (why else would the Romans have
* crucified him?) and a vision of “humanity organized according to the will
© of God.”” This was an exegetical position that was strong on principles—
- brotherhood of man, fatherhood of God-—but weak on specifics, and one that
* required its proponents to urge reforms in, for example, labor relations, while
. maneuvering around passages indicating an imminent end time and without
. ypsetting the capitalist system or alicnating those Christians who supported
it It was not helped by the oft quoted “Ye have the poor always with you”
- (26:11; Mark 14:7; John 12:8), and its confidence in social progress was un-
dermined by the catastrophe of two world wars. But its advocacy of a struggle
' for social justice, now militant and Marxist, was revived in the liberation the-
ology popular in Latin America in the 1960s.

. Jesus’ baptism traditionally took place about five miles south of the Allenby
Bridge, the location of the Greek Monastery of St. John. It is now in a mili-
: tgry district inaccessible to visitors, but for those wishing to be baptized in the
Jordan, the Israelis have built a facility where Lake Tiberias empties into the
Jordan.

- Jesus baptism marks the first appearance of his (and probably Matthew’s)
opponents, “the Pharisees and Sadducees,” an odd coupling that appears only
in this gospel (also at 16:1, 6, 11, 12), and unexpectedly, since the two groups
were opposed to one another. The historical record is meager, but Pharisee may
nean “separatist.” They were a close-knit group numbering about six thou-
nd in a first-century population of some two million Jews and had been in
existence for some two hundred years. The Pharisees taught that God had re-
vealed two laws, written and oral. They were concerned to interpret them
both, particulatly purity regulations for fasting, dieting, and tithing, in ways
that would enable observant Jews to sanctify their lives by observing (some
ould say “bending”} the law, which was often vague and ambiguous in its in-
junctions, especially in the difficult conditions of Greek and Roman rule. For
the Pharisees, holiness was virtually synonymous with purity, and they taught
that observant Jews would be rewarded by bodily resurrection and eternal life,
-while the faithless would find suffering in a lower world. The Pharisees were
sisted by the “scribes,” who were teachers of the law; however, their power
was limited, since they did not control the temple, which was under the Sad-
ducees and administered by priests and their assistants, the descendants of
cob’s son Levi, who were called “Levites.” After the Romans conquered
-]e:rusalem and destroyed the temple in AD 70, they conceded some power to
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the Pharisees, allowing them to open an academy in Jamnia on the Mediter-
ranean, where they undertook to establish a rabbinic Judaism, that is, without
sacrifices and temple cult but centering on the interpretation and application
of the Torah, the first five books of the Bible. Their work eventually produced
2 collection of laws known as the Mishnah (Hebrew: “repeat and study”) and
the Mishnah commentary, the Talmud (Hebrew: “study, learn”). Unfortu-
nately, their portrayal in the New Testament as advocates of an external purity
seemingly contrasted with the interior holiness of Jesus, their exclusiveness op-
posing his inclusiveness, has made them into officious and sanctimonious le-
galists obsessed with formalistic details. Jesus openly and repeatedly denounces
them, virulently in chapter 23 (“Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees™); their
pame has become a synonym for bigoted hypocrites; and Protestants have
often seen them as prototypes of the Catholic hierarchy. But all worship en-
tails formalities, and hypoctisy and self-righteousness are not reserved to any
one group. Thus, as fashions changed in biblical scholarship, the Pharisees
have been rehabilitated to the extent that Jesus himself is associated with them
At least in his concern to “fulfill the law.”

As for the Sadducees, they were 2 smaller group of aristocratic Jews associ-
ated with the temple and concerned to maintain good relations with their
Roman masters—they were, in effect, the ]en?;lsalem Establishment. Since only
priests could perform animal sacrifices, they were more involved with the tem-
ple’s cult practices than with purity regulations, and they recognized only the
Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament. It was they who providcd the
high priest and dominated the Sanhedrin, the Jewish governing body that met

in the remple area, and they appear prominently in the Passion Narrative of

chapters 26-27. Finally, there were the scribes {first mentioned at 5:20). So
called because they had to copy the Torah by hand, they were also its inter-
preters. It is not clear from the Bible how much overlap there was among
Pharisees, Sadducees, Sanhedrin members, scribes, and chief priests; or how
their jurisdictions were defined, assigned, and administered; ot how they nor-
mally interacted with the Roman authorities.

Here John addresses these “generations of vipers” by name, whereas Luke
has him speak to “the multitude that came forth to be baptized” (3:7). In John
Bunyan's Pilgrims Progress (1678-79), John's warning, that they should “Hee
from the wrath to come,” are put in the mouth of “a man named Evangelist”
who starts the hero on his journey to Mt. Zion.” This warning was also cited
in 1743 by John and Charles Wesley as the motive for the meetings, beginning
in 1739, that were the origin of the societies that became Methodism.” John's
cryptic ﬁmﬁw ot

. nouphfoT the TSTAEITeS (O TrUSt Lhctf SAtLs 39 Abraharos children; nor will
. ihewater of baptism save those who do not Also perform good works. Since
the Greek of verse 8 is as ambiguous as che literal KJV translation, this became
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. an important proof text in Reformation controversies. For Catholics it meant
. that good works could contribute to contrition, could in fact earn remission
© of some of the temporal punishment due to sin; whereas for Protestants it

meant that good works were the fruits, or results, of true contrition. Hence,
che KIV's “meet for repentance’ and the English translation of the “Repen-
cance” entry in the Lutheran Augsburg Confession (1530) as “Bear fruit that

befits Icepentancf.:."26
Verses 11-12 are, with Luke 3:16, the source of the “baptism of fire,” fore-

' shadowing the appearance of the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ apostles in tongues of

fire at Pentecost, when the church is born (Acts 2:2-3). 1t can suggest warmth

 and light, but it also suggests access through suffering, perhaps with reference
“to the fire and flood tribulations of the end time. Later, martyrs were said to
undergo a “baptism of blood,” and for those unable to undergo the ordinary
“fite there was a “baptism of desire.” “Baptism of fire” is now used to designate
~any initial exposure to danger and hostility. The motto of the Salvation Army
“is “Blood and Fire,” with the fire of the Holy Spirit symbalized by the bright

sun in the official crest.

. 1n verses 14-15, Matthew wants to make it clear that Jesus, being without
«in, did not require baptism. Commentators have suggested that he may have
<ubmitted to it in order to setan example for others and show them the way
to-“righteousness” (a favorite word for Matthew) or to show his solidarity with
sinful mankind. Pethaps, 100, + was a tribute to John and his ministry. Nev-

sitheless, Jesus’ baptism remains problemaric: Mark has John baptize Jesus,

;::but Matthew records a protest; Luke does not say who baptized Jesus; and
John omits it entirely. Still, the account of Jesus undergoing a rite required of

inful converts is so incongruous that it meets historians’ “criterion of dissim-
rity, wherchy the tecording of events that apparently contradict an argu-

-ment speaks for their authenticity.

Tesus baptism 1§ validated b7 the presence of the Holy Spirit, who is always
associated with his baptism in the New Testament. Its descending “like a dove”
o the water (16) recalls two other beginnings: the “spirit of God” that “moved
upon the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:2), and the dove that Noah sent out to
discover if the flood waters had abated (Gen. 8:8-12). So once again Matthew
suggests that a new creation is at hand. The Holy Spirit is usually understood
in terms of power, tONgues of fire,” so the dove may seem an odd symbol,
since in Greek paganism it was emblemaric of the lustful Aphrodite. But its
whiteness suggests putity, and it was also believed to be without bile and hence
‘4 symbol of gentle virtue. After first appearing carved on the famous sarcoph-
agus of Junius Bassus (359; Vatican), it came to represent the Holy Spirit in

“tiredieval art; and it regularly appeared in the lives of saints, notably when it

Hew through a church window with a vial of holy and sweet-smelling oil for
t. Remigius as he was baptizing Clovis, the first Christian king of France, on
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Christmas Day 4937 The Holy Spirit is sometimes illustrated as a dove de-
scending within a seven-pointed star, which represents its seven gifis: wisdom,
understanding, counsel, strength, knowledge, godliness, and holy fear; and
Calvin compared its manifestation of the Holy Spirit with the bread that man-
ifests Jesus’ body at the Last Supper.”® Some have even secn the Holy Spirit in
the animating finger of God that gives life to Adam in Michelangelo’s cele-
brated painting on the Sistine Chape! ceiling. Its presence here along with
Jesus and the voice of the Lord (often depicted in art by a hand appearing
from above) makes this one of the New Testament’s few Trinitarian proof texts,
with the Father’s “voice from heaven” making explicit the divine sonship of
Jesus that was implied by “Bmmanuel” (“God with us”) at 1:23. Conversely,
for some of those who claimed that Jesus was born and died a man, it was the
Holy Spirit that here at his baptism filled him with the divine powers he ex-
hibited in his ministry; and after his death and resurrection Jesus will in a sense
“requr” in Acts as the Holy Spirit. Early Christian representations of the bap-
tistm often added a river god personifying the Jordan, either in alarm or retreat, _'
as befits a pagan counterpart of Satan.

Matthew's “This is my beloved Son” is a more public announcement than
the “Thou art” versions recorded by Mark (1:11) and Luke (3:22), where the -
Holy Spirit speaks to Jesus—but neither Johin nor the crowds seem to hear it,
and it is surprising that no one makes subsequent reference to this event.
Though Jesus divinity is also implied in the infancy narrative and elsewhere
by bis authority and powers, and his messianic status by the oft-repeated “Son
of David,” this expression of divine Sonship will recur explicitly at 8:29 (by
devils), at 11:27 {(by Jesus himself), at 14:33 (by his disciples), at 16:16 (by
Peter), at 17:5 (by a voice from heaven), at 26:63 (by the high priest, accus-
ingly), at 27:40 (by mocking passersby), and at 27:54 (by a Roman centurion).
The significance of another title, “Son of Man,” occurring some thirty times,
is less certain, though it recalls the visionary “Son of man” who comes “with
che clouds of heaver” at Daniel 7:13,2 figure traditionally seen as a prototype
of the returning Jesus.

Chapter 4 presents one of Matthew’s most dramatic episodes, a direct con-
_ frontation between Jesus and Satan that has come to be known as the Temp-
cation of Jesus or the temptation narrative. “Temptation’ is a tradicional but
misleading translation of the Greck peirasmon, since it suggests a kind of
moralistic enticement. And though it persists in the familiar words from the
Lord’s Prayer, “Lead us not into temptation,” it should rather be understood
in the New Testament as 2 trial or a test or an ordeal—and that is how it is
cendered in the New Jerusalem Bible (1985). Tts first appearance is in Mark,
where it was worth only two verses (1:12-13): «“And immediately the spirit dri-
yeth him into the wilderness. And he was there in the wilderness forty days,
- rempted of Satan; and was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered
" unto him.” Bureven Marlds brief description, with the surprisingly forceful
- «driveth,” provided the outline: Jesus in the wilderness for forty days; the at-
- tendant and presumably empowering “spirit’; the wild beasts, who perhaps
were also harmless; the confrontation with Satan; the tempting; and, at its
conclusion, the ministering angels (only the fasting is absent, and Mark does
- hot make it clear when in the forty days the temptations occur). S0 it was in
Q, the “Sayings Source,” that both Matthew and Luke must have found the
substance of the conflict between these mighty opposites, with Matthew in-
fuencing Luke as each evangelist shaped the story ©© fit his narrative and theo-
logical needs. A factual basis for this event is harder to determine, since there
were No eyeWitnesses, though Jesus might have described it to his disciples.
“Origen eatly noted its physical implausibilities, and some have thought that it
~might have originally been a parable that was subsequently dramatized. But
‘priany today prefer to regard it as an exclusively spiritual experience, a psy-
hodrama of Jesus’ preparation for the trials and vicissitudes of his ministry.”
- The Sinai desert would have been an appropriate setting, but the tradi-
 tional locaton of the wilderness is on Mt. Quarantina (Latin for “forty”), now
Deir el-Quruntul, just outside Jericho and the site today of a Greelk Orthodox
jonastery. The second tempration takes place atop the temple in Jerusalem.
For the third crial there is no “exceeding high mountain” in Judea (Mt. Quas-
antina is only 1,200 feet), so Matthew’s reference here may be to Mt. Pisgah,
from which Moses was shown the Promised Land (Deut. 34:1), just as Jesus
is shown—and offered—all the kingdoms of the world.” Volaire wondered
‘how this was possible, but the reference may be to the known world, for oth-
efwise the fact that they could all be seen from this mountain might convince
aliteral reader that the earth was in fact a flat, round disk, which has made this
the subject of many an ingenious speculation.® Did Satan do it with maps or
nitrors? Or simply point in their general direction? Or, grotesque as 1t may
united all the unsolved historical ¢cm, did he carry Jesus ona round-the-world fight? Or does the word “king-
contradictions of human nature. .doms” stand for worldly power? Bur it may be that Matchew intended this

—Dostoevsky final “temptation” to be wholly visionary. In the Geneya Bible (1560), the Bible

The Temptation Narrative

Tn those three questions the whole
subsequent history of mankind is, -
as it were, brought together into one .
whole and foretold, and in them are
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of Shakespeare and the Puritans, the marginal note was emphatic: “In a vi-
swhis was also Calvins view, and he added, 1na doubttul matter like
this, where ignorance does no harm, I prefer to pass no judgment, rather than
to provide contentious people with something to quarrel about.”

The episode begins with Jesus being led into the wilderness by “the spirit,”
that is, the “Spirit of God” of 3:16, usually understood as the Holy Spirit,
though nothing more of its activity ot influence is reported. There, after forry
days of fasting, the devil appears, here called the “tempter,” although Matthew
also calls him the “devil,” as well as “Satan,” the name used exclusively by Mark
and Paul before him. His appearance here is unparalleled in Scripture, though
Matthew makes no mention of his being a fallen angel, or coming from hell,
or arriving with infernal atrendants, ot sporting a tail, horns, and pointed ears
(borrowed from paganism’s fauns and satyrs)—details that would later be
added by the church’s demonologists. But he at once subjects Jesus to three
temptations, which are often classified as personal {food), religious (worship),
and political (power), though it is well to remember—and often forgotten—-
that these are tests of Jesus Fifiess for bis mission, not of his resistance to “sin.”
We Ts being “tempted” by Satan,
God.”

“Satan’s motive is not specified, but m0§t commentators tend to infer from
“If thou be the Son of God” that he is using these tests to determine Jesus’ sta-
tus and test his obedience,
possible, to subvert his ministry before it begins. In any case, the tests are not
meant to evoke the Seven Deadly Sins, since few of God’s creatures are ever
tempted to change stones into bread, leap off temple roofs, or accept world
rule from the hand of Satan. Nevertheless, they had to be made part of the
Bible’s moralizing tradition, so the earliest commentators saw them as repli-
cating, and reversing, the temptations offered to Adam, in that he succumbed

to Satan and ate the forbidden fruit so that he and Eve might “be as gods™

(Gen. 3:1-6); and they saw Jesus' situation foreshadowed in Job, where another
good man assailed by Satan (though not personally) would maintain his faith
in God.

Satan directs his first temptation at Jesus’ fasting, a physical ordeal that is
usually interpreted as a sign of his human nacure. He challenges him to ap-
pease his hunger by performing a magic feat, changing stones into bread. Jesus
answers with Moses words from Deuteronomy 8:3, where he reminded the
Israclites that the Lord had provided manna when they hungered in the
desert—and “man doth not live by bread alone” has become one of the Bible’s

" best known citations. Later Jesus will, in fact, miraculously provide bread—-

but for others, not for himself (14:19, 15:36).
Then the scene changes to Jerusalem, the center
city,” a designation found only here and in Revelation 21:10. The “rempta-

he is really being “rested” by '

especially now that he is alone and hungry, and, if

of the world and the “holy
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tion” changes too, since now Jesus is asked to “est” his divine Father, unless,
a5 some church fathers have held, he is actually referring to himself as Satan’s
“Lord” and “God.” This test entails his leaping from a high part of the tem-
ple, and since it might have been precarious for them both to stand on a “pin-
_pacle,” this may refer to a parapet, probably on the southeastern corner of the
Temple Mount, overlooking the Kidron Valley, the place from which St. James
would later be thrown to his death. (One wonders in passing how what Mil-
- ron called a “tottering and giddy act” might have played itself out before the
- crowds that daily thronged the temple courts, though the pinnacle may have
peen hidden from public view.)” The Lord will then be forced to interfere
- miraculously with the natural order and “bear up” the falling Jesus, probably
::__ bya flight of rescuing angels. Jesus’ response is again from Deuteronomy, this
time based on the passage (6:16) where Moses reminded the restive Israelites
" of how they had tempted the Lord at Massah (a word that itself means “test”:
Ex. 17:1-7) when they were thirsty, and how they had forced Moses to get
water from a rock, a sign that would prove that God was with them. For
Chrysostom, one of Martthew's first commentators, this was proof that in the
face of temptation we should rely on our own faith; we must not presume
upon God, test His providence, and hope to be rescued by a miracle from on
high—which is coercion, not trust.” But in a ninth-century Muslim version
of this temptation that denies his divinity, Jesus responds with “God ordered

‘fne not to put myself to the test, for I do not know whether he will save me or
” 'Ot"’36

“The final and climactic temptation {the third, Matthew being fond of
roups of three and of seven), this time without the “Son of God” formula, is
‘of 2 mountaintop, from where they can see “all the kingdoms of the world,”
‘which Satan offess to Jesus in return for his submission and worship. Longfel-
[ow wrote: “These kingdoms all are mine, and thine shall be, / If thou wilt
_worship me.” In the Salem witcheraft trials the same charge was brought
gainst George Burroughs, formerly a Puritan pastor there, that among his
her devilish offenses he had bewitched a woman by carrying her “into a very
 high mountain, where he showd her mighty and glorious kingdoms, and said,
. He would give them all to her, if she would write in his Book.” This con-
tributed to his reputation as a “wizard”; and even though he recited the Lord’s
‘Prayer, a iraditional antidote to the devil, he was hanged on August 19, 1692.%
‘Of course, Saran may be lying, since he is after all the “Father of Lies” (John
8:44), but Jesus also calls him “the prince of this world” (John 12:31), so we
may understand that at this point the power and the glory of this world, some-
times understood as the Roman Empire, belong to the devil and are his to
give—a sobering consideration for those who seek worldly power. Interest-
ingly, Jesus rejects Satan’s demand for submission but not the power to rule
the world. He will later claim his own kind of kingdom, but not before he has
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Flood (Gen. 7:4). But the wild beasts of Mark 1:13 are something of a puzzle:
Was there once a version in which Jesus, like some mythic hero alone in the
forest, perhaps being prepared for kingship, had to prove his worth by over-
coming them, too? Are we to recall Samson and the lion in Judges 14:5-62 Or
are the wild beasts the servants of Satan (even the source of his horns), just as
beasts, including a “great red dragon,” accompany the antichrist in Revelation
12:3)? Or should we think of Isaiab 11:6-9, where in the messianic age the
" lion will lie down with the lamb (though if we are to believe Woody Allen, the
' Jamb won't get much sleep) and imagine that Jesus' presence somehow tamed
" them? Or can this cefer to Eden before the Pall, where Adam and Eve lived
5 Peacefully with animals, just as stotles were told of certain early monks, an-
- chorites who enjoyed power over the animals they encountered in their desert
retreats? In the popular Meditations, Jesus is seen “humbly conversing” with
them. In any case, wild beasts, like demons, belong to a wilderness, though
¢his location rather belongs to the Israclites’ wanderings as they slowly made
their way from Egypt to the promised land, particularly since for them this
‘was also a period of trial and temptation, one that even extended into their
tistory in Ganaan.

. Reinforcing these references to Moses is the typology of the infancy narra-
“tive: both Jesus and Moses are leaders and liberators who survived an endan-
-:'gered birth and the threats of a hostile ruler, and both had to seek refuge ina
_foreign land. But a more immediate source is the preceding event: Jesus’ bap-
iom. In 3:17 “a voice from heaven” publicly proclaims, “This is my beloved
son, in whom [ am well pleased,” words overheard by Satan (according to
Ghrysostom) and rcpeated in 4:3 and 6, “If thou be the Son of God.™ This
s not the only instance of the devil quoting Scripture, for in verse 6 he quotes
Psalm 91:11-12 in praise of the righteous believer: “For he shall give his an-
gels charge over thee. . . . They shall bear thee up in their hands, lest thou dash
thy foot againsta stone” (though being the devil, he omits the reassurance of
“to keep thee in all thy ways’). And in turn, Jesus' Deuteronomy citations wit-
ss his observance of the Mosaic law: the proverbial “Man doth not live by
~ad alone” is from 8:3; “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God” is from
6:16; and “Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God” is from 6:13. All of this re-
inds Christians that, ycs, the devil can quote Scripture, bug, as Jesus shows,
cripture can also be used to defeat him. In fact, readers often fail to note that
¢ only words Jesus speaks that are not scriptural are his final dismissal: “Get
ce hence, Satan.”

Tt is not surprising that the temptation narrative is Jaced with these refer-
nces to the Hebrew Bible, and Matthew’s fulfiliment citations ate regularly
ntioduced by the formulaic “This was done that it might be fulfilled, which
s spoken by the prophet” (e.g., 1:22, 2:15, 2:17, 2:23, 4:14, 8:17, 12:17,
13:35, 21:4, 26:56, 27:9). This formula, with slight variations, often specifies

to wear a crown of thorns. This is a forceful reminder that Jesus’ ministry is ul-
rimately cosmic and redemptive; going beyond teaching, preaching, and heal-
ing to become a rescue operation, a story of human salvation from the powers
of evil. Another attraction of this third offer is that Saran promises what many
Jews must have yearned for, a messiah who would appear as a mighty warrior
and world ruler. But Jesus’ kingdom is not of this world; he is answerable to
his Father; and again he cites Deuteronomy, this time a free version of 6:13,
with “worship” replacing Moses’ warning that the Israelites should “fear the
Lod thy God.” 4

There is no response from the devil, and he leaves him to the angels who
“came and ministered unto him,” which probably means no more than that
they brought him food. This is the subject of Carracci’s Christ in the Desert,
Served by Angels (1608-10; Berlin). But even this detail is meaningful, for itis
a way to show that the episode has ended happily (comedies, as opposed to
tragedies, often end with a banquet, and a messianic banquet is part of some
end-time scenarios). Jesus, successfully initiated into the power of evil and
emerging unscathed from the wilderness, can now rejoin society and com-
mence his ministry.

All three versions of the temptation narrative look before and after, back to
the distant past of Isracl and the immediate past of Jesus’ baptism, and forward
to Jesus’ testing by his opponentsm—includ%mg Peter himselfl-—and ultimately
to the final struggle with Satan that will mark the end time. Thus, they are rich
in echoes, allusions, and associations, evoking in these few lines some of the
most momentous events in Scripture. Like the Israelites in Exodus 1416,
Jesus passes from the water of baptism (Red Sea) to the desert of temptation
(Sinai). And the motif of testing s in the Bible from its beginning: Adam and
Eve by Satan in Eden (Gen. 3.1-6); Abraham ordered to sacrifice his son Isaac
(Gen. 22:1-18); Jacob wrestling at night with a mysterious figure before he can
enter Canaan and meet Esau (Gen. 372:24-32); Joseph questioning his broth-
ers to find out if they have changed (Gen. 44:17-34); and Moses challenged
again and again by the “murmuring” Israelites (e.g- Ex. 15:24, 16:2).

More specific is the mention of “forty days and forty nights,” often indi- -
cating a period of hardship, such as fasting, which may have been required of -
candidates for baptism in the early church. Although forty can often stand for
little more than a biblical designation of a large number, readers cannot help '
remembering that Moses was on Mt Sinai for “forty days and forty nights”
(Ex. 24:18) and that after breaking the tablets of the law he again fasted there
with the Lotd “forty days and forty nights” {Deut. 9:1 8), or that Yahweh made
_ the Israelites «wander in the wilderness forty years’ (Num. 14:33), or that Eli-
jah would later fast on M. Horeb for “forty days and forty nights” (1 Kgs.
19:8). One might go further back and see in Jesus fasting an indictment of
Adanys eating, or associate this ordeal of forty days with the ordeal of the

——
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fiving God”) and his commissioning (16:19: “I will give unto thee the keys of
the kingdom of heaven”), but it reinforces the message of the temptation nar-
rative: Peter, like Jesus, must have the faith that will enable him to survive
failed expectations, in his case that Jesus would be accepted as Israel’s tri-
umphant messiah.
The mountain setting of verses 1-11 also evokes the traditional image of
“sacred mountains’—Ilofty, inaccessible, imposing—-and their association with
gods (M. Olympus is the most familiar example; even the pyramids in moun-
rainless Egypt). So it is appropriate that here is where the evangelists oppose
Savior and Destroyer, the Son of God with the Prince of Datkness, lords of
their respective cealms. Next, the “forty days” of 4:2 recur in Acts 1:3, where
. the apostles, like Jesus himself in the temptation narrative, are preparing for
* their ministry. And 4:1-11 also reaches to the very end of the New Testament,
- where, in the apocalyptic vision of Revelation, Jesus and Satan, represented by
" the forces of Good and Evil, meet in the final cosmic battle of the end time.
Finally, the forty days of fasting remain a present reality for Christians, the sea-
<on of Lent, when for more than five weeks of self-denial and penitence—the
“fast before the feast”-—they can prepare spiritually to celebrate the resurrec-
tion on Easter Sunday.
© The tempting of Jesus by Satan also foreshadows the opposition his min-
istry will provoke as he is constantly challenged by the Jewish leaders. Here in
ithe wilderness, the messianic vocation announced at Jesus’ baptism (3:17:
““This is my beloved Son”) is being put to the test for the first time. Tt will not
be the last, however, and four times Matthew records an explicit tempting. In
16:1 “The Pharisees also with the Sadducees came, and tempting him” wanted
him to prove his divinity by “a sign from heaven”; in 19:3 the subject is di-
: orce, and “The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him”; in 22:18 it is
he question of rendering tribute to Caesar, when Jesus said, “Why tempt ye
“me, ye hypocrites?”; and in 22:35 one of their number, a lawyer, “asked him a
question, tempting him.” Moreover, the words of divine Sonship that Satan
tises to tempt Jesus will recur when he hangs on the cross and a passerby mock-
ngly tempts him, “If thou be the Son of God, come down from the cross.
{27:40).
~ If the infancy narrative brought Jesus onto the world scene, then the temp-
tation narrative does the same for Satan. His prominence in the Synoptic
Gospels (though he is allowed litde to say in his own behalf}, particularly in
f_:?_iorcisms, meant that his influence would not be limited to Scripture. It con-
tributed to the establishment of the devil in Christianity as a personal and ex-
ternal force of evil with considerable autonomy, not just the “Accuser” of the
p'gologuc to Job (1:6-12, 2:2-7}, or the folklore figure he became in normative
_}udaism, or the rebellious and fallen angel of Christian legends (described in

the prophet, usually Isaiah or Jeremiah, but there are many other instances,
such as the Deuteronomy quotes here in 4:1-11, where the references are less
explicit, even buried in minoft or extraneous derails of the narrative, and re-
quire secondary interpretation. However, in every instance Marthew wants to
show that the Hebrew Bible also belongs to Christians and that its composers,
particularly the prophets, gifted with a kind of divine clairvoyance, were
preparing its readers for the ministry of Christ. The fulfillment citations may
often be obscure and oblique and divorced from their context (as the Bible’s
critics never tire of insisting), but for Matthew and his readers they show that
both Testaments offer a single, unified, and unfolding plan of salvation. Or, to
paraphrase an old Latin jingle: What is “latent” in the OT is “patent” in the
NT. The promises of the Old are fulfilled in the events of the New, an evolu-
tionary process of revelation that for Matthew valorizes the writings of the Is-
raelites, however much his critics may complain that it also undercuts the
uniqueness and authority of the Hebrew Bible.
The temptation narrative also Jooks forward, foreshadowing subsequent
events in Matthew’s gospel and in the Christian Bible itself. The “exceeding
high” mountain location of the third temptation is the first of a number of
mountains that provide the setting for the “high points” of Jesus’ ministry: the
Sermon on the Mount (5:1), which Luke puts on a plain; the Feeding of the
Four Thousand (15:29); the transfiguration (17:1); the escharological dis-
course on the “mount of Olives” (24:3); and the Great Commission (28:19).
Here Matthew deviates from Lulke, who places the third and most spectacular
temptation on the temple in Jerusalem {(4:9), thus reflecting the latter’s inter-
est in Jerusalem and paralleling the sequence of temprations with the progress
of his narrative, which will climax and conclude in Jerusalem—or, as John
Lightfoot suggested in the seventeenth century, replicating the temptations o
Fve: hunger; lust of the eyes {Gen. 3:6 “pleasant to the eyes’); and a “leap” (of
pride).® By contrast, Matthew’s sequence is symbolic, a progress of ascent, -
with the ascending scale of temprations matched geographically by a rise from
the desert to the temple roof to a mountain. There Satan offers Jesus the high-
est tempration of all, universal power in exchange for submission and worship,
and there Matthew can exploit the dramatic and authoritative effect of Jesus’
final rebuke, “Get thee hence, Satan: for it is written, Thou shalt worship the
Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve”—which later became a Refor-
mation proof text against the veneration of saints. (A more familiar, almost -
proverbial, equivalent Is the famous “Get thee behind me, Satan” from Mark
8:33.) This is the same rebuke that Jesus will later deliver to Peter, the “Prince
. of the Apostles,” when even his faith falters and he will not believe Jesus’ pre-
diction of his passion (16:21-23). It is remarkable that this latter rebuke so :
closely follows Peter’s «Confession” (16:16: “Thou art Christ, the Son of the
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Milton's Paradise Lost and Paradise Regaz'ned), or the comic iroublemaker of
medieval drama, or the dark hero of Romanticism, or the vague personiﬁcaa
rion of evil that he is for many modern believers.

Indeed, the devil comes into his own in the Christian Bible (in the Hebrew
Bible it is the Lord who tests). The fact that the presence of the devil and
demons is neither explained by Jesus nor doubted by his audience indicates
their increasing acceptance in post-Exilic and Hlellenistic Judaism as radical
and objective agents of evil, responsible, if only temporarﬂy" and with God’s
implied consent, for the many sufferings of the Jewish people. Similarly, Scrip-
ture generally does not question its assumption that there exist intermediate
spirics bridging the gap between God and man, from the benign angel-
messengers of the Old Testament through the adversarial “Satan” of Job (and,
recrospectively, of Genesis), to the fully-fledged demons of the Apocrypha and
the New Testament {1 John 3:8: “For this purpose the Son of God was mani-
fested, that he might destroy the works of the devil™). Later, in formulating a
doctrine of the atonement, Christian theologians would see the ransoming of
mankind from its bondage © the devil as one way of understanding Jesus’ re-

chat are familiar from (he Faust legend. Furthermose, in the retelling of this
event in the popudar Meditations on the Life of Christ (late 13th century), read-
ers are urged to imitate Jesus in four ways: “solitude, fasting, prayes and cor-
oreal suffering.”® And it was during 2 forty-day faston a high mountain that
St. Francis received the stigmata, the wounds Jesus suffered on the cross. The
~ yalue of Scripture was also enhanced when Jesus quoted Deuteronomy against
" the devil (Jesus performance has been likened to a bar mitzvah, where a young
Jew is tested on his ability to read from the Torah), so the need to read the
Bible in order to combat Satan was cited by the Reformers as justiﬁcation for
avernacular translation available to the laicy.
That Jesus spurned an carthly kingdom offered a proof text for the papacy’s
- guperiority over seculat rulers and was s0 used by the activist Gregory VII
© (1073-85), pope and saint, in his “Investiture Controversy” with the German
- emperor, Flenry 1V (1056-1106), culer of the Holy Roman Empire, who had
* himself been crowned and anointed by the pope but whose authority de-
~‘pended on the allegiance of local bishops. This was 2 powet struggle between
popes and kings, and the question at issue was the right of lay rulers to make
demptive mission (cf. Mazt. 20:28). One prominent theologian calls this appointments to ecclesiastical offices (invest them “with ring and staff™), a
temptation event “the dawning of the time of salvation,” in that Jesus’ victory ‘question complicated by the fact that often the candidates were themselves
here anticipates the resurrection.® As in e temptation natrative, Jesus is ‘toyal officials. Gregory justified excommunication by citing 4:8-9 to Her-
everywhere victorious :n his encounters with Satan, although the historical— tnann, the Bishop of Metz, in a famous letter of 1081 that has become a clas-
and sometimes pathological-a—obsession many Christians would have with the " §ic statement of the popes’ claim to universal jurisdiction (“Who can doubt
power of demons and witches has not been a very worthy demonstration of - that the priests of Christ are to be accounted the fathers and judges of kings
their faith in his “yanquishing” of the devil. But they could respond that what nd princes and of all the faithful?”), though his power © excommunicate
Matthew presents here is only a vanquishing, since the devil, inferior in status “kings did not include the means 1o depose chem “ Eventually, Henty capitu-
and limited in his power, cait be defeated, but as an immortal—if fallen— {ated and stood barefoot in the snow at the gates of Canossa with his wife and
angel, cannot be destroyed. He (and not even the most ardent ferminists seem. child on three successive days 1n 1077 to receive the pope’s absolution, al-
‘nrerested in questioning his gender) enjoys God’s toleration if not His favor though a final compromise was not reached until the Concordat of Worms in
(they agree to disagree), and modern readers, more disposed to accept the uni- 11
versality of evil rather than its source, and perhaps reluctant to assert the exis-
tence of personal devils, must acknowledge the demonic element in human
experience and so deal, as best they can, with “the wiles and wickedness of the
devil.”

The temptation narrative reappears throughout subsequent history, and
Jesus wilderness experience would be replicated in che lives of early Christian -
hermits who followed him there 1o serve God in solitude and detachment. But
the desert is also the abode of evil spirits. Athanasius reports in his biography

 of Saint Anthony that the third-century founder of Western MONASTCISM Was
assailed by demonic yisitations that were not only frequent but often spectac-
alar-—with offers of wealth, glory, and carnal delights—and that fasting was
one weapon that could be deployed against Satan. The deceptive allurements
the devils could offer made this event the first of those “pacts with the devil”

But that is not all, for the three temprations have such a privileged place in
he Synoptic Gospels that they were also, perhaps inevitably, applied to human
j:iperience-*—provlded that hunger could be reinterpreted as gluteony, the test-
ing of God as pride or presumption, and the rule of the world as vainglory or
varice. A scene of divine identity and preparation became a paradigm O

worldly morality, and Jesus was scen as resisting the three great foes of hu-
Iilénkind: the world, the fesh, and the devil. This was an interpretation slimly
supported by the stories of Satan’s two other testings-—of Adam and Job—and
tenuously linked to a dubious proof text from 1 John 2:16 ("For all that is in
the world, the Just of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is
t of the Father, but is of the world?); but these three perils reverberated
rough patristic and medieval Christianity, even appeating in the baptism for-
‘mula of the Book of Common Prayer (1559), where the candidate is called upon
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enly Anthems of his victory / Over temptation and the Tempter proud”
(4.588-95). Charles Dickens, in his retelling of the Gospels “written for his
children,” omits Satan and has Jesus “praying that He might be of use to men
and women, and teach them to be better.”* In a less reverential reference to
the temptation narrative, the young Philip Carey, the protagonist of Somerset
Maugham’s Of Human Bondage,
tooks down from a hill in Heidelberg at “the whole world which was spread
before him” and now divested of his religious faith accepts it as his to enjoy
“frec from degrading fears and free from prejudice.”

In his personal revision of Christ’s life and teachings, The Gospel in Brief,
the great Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) reduced the temptation
narrative to a contest of spirit (Jesus) and flesh (Satan), an interpretation that
works only with the first temptation.” But it was Dostoevsky who in 1880
provided a darkly pessimistic interpretation of this event in the “Grand In-
quisitor” section of his novel The Brothers Karamazov, In which, in a story told
by the protagonist, Ivan Karamazov, Jesus makes a brief appearance on earth,
in sixteenth-century Seville, only to be arrested, imprisoned, and condemned
to be burned at the stake by the Inquisition. The Grand Inquisitor, a ninety-
year-old cardinal, comes to his cell to explain why he must die. He accuses
Jesus of having caused immeasurable unhappiness in the world by giving peo-
ple a spiritual freedom they could not endure, and says that it is his church’s
mission to remedy the harm Jesus has done: “We have corrected Thy work and
have founded it upon miracle, mystery, and authority.” What Jesus has done,
he says, is give “some promise of freedom which men in their simplicity and
their natural unruliness cannot even understand, which they fear and dread—
for nothing has ever been more insupportable for a man and a human society
chan freedom. But seest Thou these stones in this parched and barren wilder-
ness? Turn them into bread, and mankind will run after thee like a flock of
sheep, grateful and obedient, though for ever trembling lest Thou withdraw
Thy hand and deny them Thy bread.” It is the first temptation that interested
Dostoevsky, so the Grand Inquisitor argues that in fact most people do live by
bread alone, but that rather than having to earn it in the sweat of their faces
(Gen. 3:19) their greatest hope is that someone will miraculously turn their
stones into bread (and here readers will secognize Dostoevsky’s usual com-
plaints about the utopian promises of socialism). They do not want to follow
Jesus in his faith, for faith entails anxieties and insecurities, so they prefer
“mystery’—symbols and siogans, spectacles and superstition. They do not
want freedom, they yearn for “authority,” someone to guide them, to assume
their responsibilities, make their decisions, guarantee their happiness.”

Tt would be easy to demonize the Grand Inquisitor, but given his premise,
the weakness of human nature and its need for sustenance, his argument is
sound and his actions benevolent and compassionate. He is in fact a tragic fig-

recalls Marthew’s third temptation when he
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ure, caught between the spiritual inspiration of th_e temptation narrative and

© the nagging needs and discouraging debilities of his flock. He accuses Jesus of

~ appealing to an elect, whereas he must deal wn;h‘ the frailties of real People,

© whom he characterizes as children and sheep. H_e insists that he lOVCS.hls flock

and that his church cares for its members, offering them bread and signs, for—

giving their sins, punishing their enemies (he has just returned .fr.om torc-hfng

5 hundred heretics), and satisfying their worldly needs a.nd ambitions—giving

them the very rewards that Jesus had spurned. Some might want 10 point out

that Christian freedom can be compatible with human happiness and that

: Dostoevsky’s view of 2 spiritually elirist Jesus who makes 1mpos§1ble demal‘lds

is too narrowly based on the special conditions of the tempration narrative,

: where Jesus is alone and subjected to tests that apply exclusively to his divin-

ity Forall its drama and profundity, Ivan Karamazov's Story does not account

i for the Jesus of the incarnation and the passion, and it ignores the kinds of
Hemiracle, mysterys and authority” that are present elsewhere in the gospel),

where Jesus ministers to <he needs of his humblest follo\ivers. “But Daostoevsky's

Tesus seems O understand and forgive the Grand Inquisitor: .He suddenly ap-

‘proached the old man in silence and softly kissed him on his bloodless aged

ips.” ’ . .

~ Despite its drama and importance, the temptation narrative has not lefta
distinguished record in art. For one thing, artists hafi the problem of simulta-
“neously rendering three actions in three radically different locations, and, f(.)r
another there was the problem of representing Satan. Visitors to St. Marks in
' Yenice can see a MOSaic with the three temptagion scenes arranged in Mat-
~“thew's order, as three dark and dwarfish Satans tempt three Jesus figures, the
first seated, the next two on the temple and on a mountain, before Sata.q hur%s
himself down at the approach of angels. Another tradition, beginning w12h his
‘appearance to St. Anthony (250-356), the first of the “‘Dcs.ert Fathers,” had
‘Satan disguised as a monk, which carried the absurd implication that he 'hope‘d
i deceive Jesus, though artists could hardly be expected to dispense with his
“devilish features. In his version, Joachim Patnir (1485-1524) has a monk
“pointing at Jesus in the foreground, two tiny figures atop a steep crag instead
of a mountain on the left, and in the background an undefined landscape rep-
‘resenting the world’s kingdoms. But some painters, like ]uan”des_ Flandes
(A. 1496-1519), combined both features: web-footed “monk W}th horns
(1500; Washington, National Gallery). Botticelli did much the same in his ver-
sion, which can be scen asa wall fresco {ca. 1482) by those visitors to the Sis-
tine Chapel who are not preoccupied with Michelangelo’s masterPieces. Ac-
cording to standard typology, whereby Moses foreshadows Jesus, 1t ba‘lances
another fresco, The Trials of Moses. It is also a confused composition, .‘Wllzh the
‘three temptations in the middle distance and an apparently unrelated incident,
‘the cleansing of a leper (8:2-4), in the foreground. As Satan falls off the moun-




54 The Gospel of Matthew and Trs Readers

tain at the right, the wind blows open his habit and reveals the twisted body of
a demon. Satan is an aged man, the wilderness a grove of leafy trees, and the
blurry “kingdoms of the world” less than tempting in the twelve watercolorg

William Blake did for Milton's epic in 1817—not the poet/artist at his finest.

But the picture that many readers know best is a dark engraving often included
in illustrared Bibles, Gez thee hence, Satan by Gustave Doré (1832-83), which
shows Jesus standing on a dark and lonely cliff as a naked, horned, and winged -

Satan begins his flight into murky depths—another “Fall of Satan.”

In film this episode seemed to Franco Zeffirelli to be a possible source of

“dangerous confusion,” and too “interior” to be included in his 1977 film Jesy;
of Nazareth (though he found room for the extra-evangelical betrothal cere-

mony of Mary and Joseph). But it indirectly inspired Martin Scorsese’s 7%, -

Last Temptation of Christ (1988), based on the novel of the same name by

Nikos Kazantzakis (1883--1957). The temptation itself is in a deserted place -

and occurs before the entrance into Jerusalem. It shows a Jesus, confused and

uncertain about his role in life, sitting in the middle of a circle he has drawn -

on the ground and enduring temptations, or rather, choices: sex from a devi]

in the guise of a serpent and with the voice of Mary Magdalene; revolutionary -
militancy from the voices of Judas and John the Baptist; and, finally, the voices

Jesus heeds, that of a roaring lion within him and a fiery archangel without,
both urging him to “enter your kingdorp” and “become God.” But the last
temptation comes to him on the cross when a young girl, identified as his
“guardian angel,” appears in a fantasy sequence and leads him away to experi-
ence what might have been: a life of domestic tranquility and sexual fulfill-

ment with Mary Magdalene (“God wants you to make children”) and then

with Lazarus’s sister Mary, as the two women seem to compete at bearing him
children. If this was his last temptation, then Judas offered him his first, since
he is shown as a militant zealot, angrily—but vainly—urging Jesus to lead an
uprising against the Romans (Jesus is first scen in the film as something of a
collaborator, making crosses for Roman crucifixions). All of these temptations
are designed to illustrate for Kazantzakis—and for Scorsese—the conflict of
body and spirit, a theme they find embodied in the life of Jesus, caught, they
claim, between the attractions of normalcy and the imperatives of a divine vo-
cation.

The temptation narrative has not atways been popular with those who look
to the Gospels for Jesus the wise teacher or gentle Nazarene, and Thomas Jef-
ferson chose to omit it from his deist version of the Bible.”® But it has an as-
sured place in the Synoprtic Gospels, strategically positioned between baptism
and ministry, and its range of affinities and resonances is astonishing. It is
partly an initiation ritual, a confirmation following Jesus’ baprism, or a kind
‘of liminal experience whereby the young hero prepares himself spiritually for
Jeadership by entering the wilderness alone, sustained only by his “spirit” and

| his tribal traditions, there to confront not only wild beasts but
kﬂov:}le dggfoefvil itself, It is partly an academic debate, with the disputants,
i 0 ?;bbis, quoting Scripture at one another. It is partly a legend, a story
Clt?tw fany historical verification yet reproducing the motifs and ther'nes that
o e both Testaments and have enjoyed a continuing influence. It is partly

with towering antagonists, quotable dialogue, spectacular settings,
and victory for the main char-

berel
per_\_’adﬂ
d'l.‘.ama’h es in scenery, mounting action

y ) el
S'qfl.c-leil ?s a:ily a mystery, since the presence of the Holy Spirit and the ques-
acter ftéhg «Son of God” lead directly to the Trinity, the presence of Satan
L ; he problem of evil, and Jesus’ “victory” suggests the atonement. It is
ralsels ; lesi.json in doctrine, showing how the vagaries of interpretation could
.?iy ;. exemplify for Catholics an Imitatio Christi, while it demonstrates for
;;ot:stants the power of Scripture and the ePfectiw':ness of faith. 3ut for all bf_
[ievers it remains one passage in Scripture that w1ull be re'piayed in the lope y
‘lderness of their moral lives whenever the stakes are high, the temptations

re powerful, and all choices are hard.

;Meanwhile, Jesus hears of John’s imprisonment, so for his own protection
¢ goes home to Nazareth in Galilee, and from there to the nearb’y town of
:'Cﬁpcmaum {vv. 12-13). Again emphasizing the F)utreach of Jesus’ ministry,
Matthew notes that Capernaum {not mentioned in the OT ) was a predomi-
nantly Gentile town. It is focated on the northwest shore of t.he Sea—or
:Lake-n—of Galilee, which is now called Lake Gennesaret, suggesting the He-
Erew word for harp, supposedly its shape. Capernaum was the hoxpe of P.ete.r,
‘Andrew, and Macthew; and “St. Peter's House,” or Whgt remains of it, is
hiown to visitors today. Buried under an octagonal Byzantine-style churc.h (the
st of its kind in the Holy Land), it is currently administered by F'ranascans.
ome claim that Jesus preached in a nearby synagogue that now lies bcnea'gh
he imposing ruins of a much laer synagogue. Most of Jesus” ministry was in
villages like Capernaum, with almost no mention of thc’ nearby Galilean towns
such as Sepphoris, Scythopolis, or Tiberias (the last built over a cemetery and
“Hence “impure” for pious Jews). 5 ‘
. Jesus begins his preaching in 4:17, though “pread} isa lame eranslation for
Greek word that suggests a proclamartion that is delivered with assurance :{nd
“authority.® Here he begins with the apocalyptic message of ]Ohn‘ the Baptist,
_“Repent; for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” Verse 17, repeating 3:2, hap-
'i)ens also to be the verse, in Latin, that on the Eve of 155_1[ Saints Day 1517 led
- off the Ninety-five Theses that Martin Luther was said to have nailed to the
" door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg (an event Luther never mennmtu?d
" in his later life and that many belicve was fabricated by his biographer, Philip
-* Melanchthon). He was denouncing, as others had before him, t'he sale of papal
indulgences providing for the remission in whole (plenary) or in part (partial)
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of the temporal punishment due to sins after the repentant sinner has had the
guilt of sin removed by the grace of God and the act of confession. His de-
nunciation eventually led to a frontal attack on the church’s doctrines of
penance and purgatory, a consequence Luther had not envisaged but one thar
made him famous—and that led ro yet another division of Christendom.

Scripture has a good deal to say about sin, but only at 3:6 (also Mark 1:5)
does it mention that sins are to be confessed, so it was the church, basing its
authority on Matthew 16 and 18, that had to develop procedures of penance
and reconciliation. The principle behind Catholic teaching on indulgences is
that sin entails both guilt and punishment. The guilt is forgiven by God
through a priest’s absolution in the confessional, but the penalty, since justice
demands that sin be punished, is assigned and administered by the church.
This was called “temporal satisfaction,” and in early times it imposed public
and often lengthy acts of contrition, with heretics sometimes obliged o wear
penitential garments for life. Serious sinners would be required to do penance
throughout the Lenten season, a procedure they could undergo only once in
their liferime. They were barred from military service or ordination, and, if
single, they could not marry. Narurally, sinners faced with such arduous penal-
ties put off their acts of contrition as long as they could, often until their
deathbeds. But if they could not complete this public contrition, or if the sin
required extra contrition, then the remainihg punishment would be inflicted
in purgatory, with days and years specified. Since purgatory, that “halfway
house on the highway to heaven,” has no time, these specifics referred to the
duration of penalties analogously, in terms of the sinner’ lifetime.

As penance became a private sacrament, not a public demonstration, a
practice first developed in sixth-century Irish monasteries between monks and
their spiritual directors, the priest would normally levy a “fine,” that is, assign
a penalty in the confessional according to prescribed schedules. ("Anyone who
gets so drunk as to vomit shall fast forcy days if he is a priest or deacon; thirty
days if he is a religious; twelve days if he is a lay person”—though later it be-
came variations of the familiar “For your penance say five OQur Fathers and five
Hail Marys.”) But just as the church, acting for God on earth as Jesus di-
rected (the “binding” and “loosing” of 18:18), could through the priest’s me-
diation forgive the guilt of sin as Jesus had done, analogously it could also
provide a “relaxation” (hence “indulgence”) of the temporal penalty in return
for good works of piety or charity performed by the offender. This it could do
by drawing on the repository of spiritual merits earned by Christ, Mary, and
the saints—that is, merits that were “works of supererogation,” or in excess of
what was required by divine law for their salvation. And since prayers for the
dead in purgatory were—and still are—an important part of Catholic devo-
tions, it seemed logical that these merits could, as indulgences, also be used to
benefit the dead who had not yet attained eternal salvation (Luther’s Thesis 27
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as a jingle: “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, / The soul from purgatory
~ springs’). .
" This custom of “time off for good behavior” was open to abuse, anld it
: began at the top, as theological distinctions were ignored and noble intenf‘ions
. were betrayed by corrupt practices, first when it was expanded to offer “ple-
. pary” indulgences that would remit both guilt and punishment. In 1095 Pope
Utban II, “through the power of God vested in me,” granted full indulgences
extending over “this life and the life to come” to participants who might per-
ish in the First Crusade; and the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) extended
them to “Catholics who assume the cross and devote themselves to the exter-
mination of heretics.” What was actually being granted was only a remission
of ecclesiastical penance, the “temporal satisfaction” that had already been as-
signed, and only for those who were “truly penitent and have conifesse‘d”
 (though these requirements, often evaded, were waived for those applying in-
- dulgences to the deceased); but it was widely undérstood that the Crusaders
- would automatically win forgiveness of their sins and salvation for their souls.
. Next, indulgences were commercialized when Pope Julius I in 1510 and
. Leo X in 1515 offered them to “almsgivers”——contributors, that is, to papal
projects (rebuilding St. Peter’s Basilica was perhaps the worthiest, certainly
‘more so than the indulgences granted to those contributing firewood for a
- heretic’s pyre) via their local indulgence franchisers (Chaucer’s “Pardoner” with
his wallet full of pardons “hot from Rome”). This merchandising of a spiri-
tual practice—sometimes called “commutation’—became one of the scandals
that helped fuel the Protestant Reformation. Indulgences, said Erasmus in a
lecter, “were sold in every church (the red boxes, the crosses, the papal coat of
4rms were everywhere) and the people had no choice but to buy.”® Luther’s
difficulties were both pastoral and theological: the false sense of security these
purchased indulgences offered sinnets when they should be performing gen-
dine acts of contrition (he proclaimed, also in his first thesis, that Jesus “meant
he whole life of the faithful to be an act of repentance”); the way they objec-
tified sin and penance, putting salvation on sale and distracting the faithful
fiom inner repentance; and the popes’ extending them to souls in purgatory,
“whereas 16:19 specified that their powers were only “on earth.” He later com-
‘plained about Tetzel, the chief indulgence-peddler: “He even sold indulgences
“for future sins.” The story was told of a nobleman who purchased an indul-
“dence for a future sin from Tetzel and then beat him up, explaining that the
“beating was his future sin. Still, Luther never rejected indulgences altogether
{so his Thesis 38), provided that they were kept a minor spiritual exercise, sub-
“ordinate to sorrow, repentance, confession, and amendment.* And although
the Catholic Church still endorses indulgences (if there is true contrition), it
o longer assigns days and years to the purgatory time they are supposed to
“remit.
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1 of Galilee. So the fish acquired symbolic force in early Christiax'n art,
.':r?tﬁlifiteer suggesting baptism andqthe Greek word for fish, ichthys, serving as
.='an acrostic for “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior.” .On the other hand, the rolie
© f the shepherd, entailing care and concern for his 'charg_es, dev.olvtsd sycxtnbo. 1-1
jcally on Jesus the Good Shepherd (26:31, regarding his cruc1ﬁx10n:” I }VQ

smite the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock shall be sca'ttercd abroad”). : E
ritle of apostle was also given to missionaries who first introduced the fait

:nto pagan Jands, such as St. Patrick in Treland and SS. Cyril and Methodius,

“the “Apostles to the Skavs.” -
" These verses also raise the question of how many Jameses there are in the

New Testament. Traditionally, there are three. The first is ]gmes, “the brothet
of John,” to be known as St. James the Greater because he is called before :che
second, St. James the Less (or Younger). He is present at the transfiguration
(17:1) and in the Garden of Gethsemane (2_6:3?), and,in AD 43 was the ﬁ_rst
‘apostle 1o be put to deach (Acts 12:2). He is said to have cj.vangehzed Spain,
;nd after his martyrdom in Jerusalem his followers tooif his boc-ly~ back there
ind buried itina Galician forest, where it was f(')und in thf anh century.
S, James was then adopted as the patron of Spam,‘and as “Santiago Mata-
oros” (“St. James the Moor-Killer”) he appeared in fui.l armor to save the
ountry from the Moors at the Battle of Clavijo in 844. His bu.rlal site became
“‘the famous pilgrimage center of Compostela in r’lorthern Spain. The second
James, “son of Alphaeus” and also an apostle, is something of a (}‘)roblem’;
- Some would identify him with the James who is called the 'Lords brot}'ler'
(or half-brother if he is the son of Joseph by a previous marriage, oF cousin if
he is the son of Mary’s sister Salome), a somewhat elusive ﬁgure who is not an
épostle but becomes the head of the Jerusalem church, Whld'l suggests a kind
of family succession there. But the traditional, or Catholic view, datm.g from
St. Jerome and maintaining the perpetual virginity of Mary, is that this was a
third James, the son of the “other Mary,” described as the wife of Cleophas (a
husband other than Alphacus, unless both names refer to the same man). _

- Important in the Orthodox Church is Andrew, superior even to Peter, his
ounger brother, in that in John's gospel (1:40) he was the first to be Falled
‘ind later he evangelized the Eastern world. He became the patron saint of
Russia and of Scotland, ‘where his relics were brought in the fourth century
“3feer he had been crucified by the Romans ‘0 AD 60. For this he chose his dis-
tinctively X-shaped cross, since he considered hi'mself unworthy gf a Cross
-shaped like Jesus’. This cross appeared to the Scots in the shape of white c-louFIS
“in the blue sky before a victorious battle against the Angles in East ‘Loth1an in
832, for many Scots the year their country was born. So the Scottish ﬂag has
“a white St. Andrew’s cross on a blue ficld, and it also appears together with .the
ed cross of St. George on England’s Union Jack. Legend had‘f\ndre\:f die a
martyt, displaying the courage suggested by his name (Greek: “manly”), and

Repent in the Latin translation by St. Jerome (340-420) known as the “Vul-
gat€” Was "do penance’ (poenitentian agite), which seeimied to confirm penance
as a sacrament and to validate the church’s penitential system. This misleading
translation was first pointed out by Lorenzo Valla (1407-57) in his Annota-
fiome 7o The New Testament, published by Erasmus in 1505, one of the carliest
phitotogical commentaries on Scripture. Erasmus’s revolutionary Greek text,
published in 1516 with notes and a Latin translation, with one word, meta-
soe7ie (b penitent’; literally: “change your mind”), established the present -
translation and profoundly influenced Tither (My mind was quite in a fever
with thinking of these things”), enabling him and other Reformers to drivea -
wedge between Jesus’ words in Greek that suggested an inner contrition and -
change, and the church’s practice of auricular confession and subsequent works
of penance.® Luther accepted confession as the right of an individual, but he
denied its sacramental character, since it was not divinely ordained. He dis- :
missed any church-imposed obligation, and he emphasized personal contri-
ton and faith in the promise that Christ has forgiven sinners (8:13: “As thou
hast believed, so be it done unto thee”). For Calvin penance was “neither com-
manded by Christ, nor practiced by the ancient Church,” and Zwingli rejected
it completely.*

The next event {(vv. 18-21} is the calling &_f the first four disciples. This is
treated very summarily—there is no mention of their being baptized—and
without any reason for their selection, except that it seems important for Mat-
thew that Jesus be seen not as a lone charismatic figure but as the founder of
a continuing community. Hence, it can be argued that Jesus does indeed
found a church, though a counter-argument maintains that he assigns them
no “priestly” duties, and his apocalyptic message would not allow time for any
ecclesiastical functions. Certainly the original Twelve (whose names varied)
had no visible organization and established no holy places or sites of worship
5 Tval the temple or synagogues, but their number obviously recalls Israel’s
Terelve Tribes (and Mormonism is headed by a Quorum of the Twelve, also
cattedApostiesy. That they were all men has been a traditional argument that
only men are eligible for the Catholic priesthood (an otherwise laudable pref-
erence for inclusive language is sorely tested when a translator for the NRSV
chooses accuracy over familiarity in rendering verse 19 as “fishing for people™),
and the Anglican-Fpiscopal ordination of women has become a serious obsta-
cle to the union of the two communions. Their leaders were Peter, John, and
James; and it is they whom Jesus took to witness his transfiguration (17:1).
But apart from Peter and Paul, the “thirteenth Apostle,” they left little record
of achievement in the history of early Christianity; they are barely character-
ized, and only Judas affects the gospel story.

It is odd that among the disciples there are no shepherds, but Jesus, from a
carpenter’s family, seems to have been more familiar with fishermen working
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the Vatican gives his statue pride of place next to the altar in St. Peter’s Basil-
ica. He was said to have been martyred at Patras, Greece, and in 1469 Pope
Pius IT received a reliquary containing his skull (“Here were the eyes that often
beheld God in the flesh”). In 1965 Pope Paul VI returned his skull to Athen-
agoras, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople.

That the first apostles responded so directly {vv. 20, 22) inspired the young
St. Anthony, the founder of Christian monasticism, as he was walking to
church. He also thought of Acts 4:35, where Jesus’ followers gave up their
wotldly goods, and once in church he heard 19:21, where Jesus says that “If
thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou
shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me.” The next time he was
in church it was 6:34, “Take therefore no thought for the morrow”; where-
upon he gave up his property and embarked on a life of study, prayer, and self-
mortification.¥ Subsequently; some monks took their poverty vow so literally
that they even sold their Bibles and gave the money to the poor, depending
thereafter only on the scripture texts they heard recited during readings and
liturgies. But as this was an inspiration for those seeking spiritual perfection
in this world, it was also a seedbed for heresy, since dissidents, such as the
“Poor Men of Lyons” in twelfth-century France, contrasted this command
with the church’s worldly prosperity. This disjunction between the austerity of
Jesus’ message and the extravagances of hisichurchmen also contributed to the
imporrance of the Bible, not the church, as the ultimate sanction of Christian
behavior.

Jesus now begins his ministry of teaching and healing (vv. 23-25). Despite
the New Testament’s emphasis on private prayer and the prominence of the
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’ visits to synagogues indicate that he was also a
regular worshiper, knew Hebrew, and commanded enough respect to be al-
lowed to read from the Law. The “Old Synagogue” in Nazareth is said to mark
one place where Jesus taught, and in visiting it, the British writer Harriet Mar-
tineau (1802--76), an early and intrepid traveler to the Holy Land, remarked
that it “interested me more than any place exhibited by the monks, in all Pales-
tine.” Like so many visitors, Martineau, a Unitarian, was often disappointed—
and occasionally appalled—by the sacred sites she was shown in Jerusalem,
and she deplored the sectarian wranglings of their current occupants. But this
venue and the charitable purposes of verses 23-24 responded to her vision of
Christianity and made her heart “beat with the true pilgrim emotion.™

3

,The Sermon on the Mount

" Chapters 5 to 7 are devoted to the Sermon on the Mount, and 1-17 of chapter 8 to mir-
= scles of exorcism and healing, notably the servant of @ Roman centurion and the mother-
n-law of Peter. The press of the crowds is such that Jesus leaves for the other side of the Sea
'gf Galilee on a ship that is caught in a “great tempest.” Jesus calms the tempest and then
[ands in “the country of the Gergesenes,” but afler driving demons into a herd of swine, he
orurns to Capernawm. There he recruits a tax collector named Masthew, disputes briefly
“ith the Pharisees, consults with some of John's disciples, and performs rmiracles while
“syeaching the “gospel of the kingdom” in the nearby “cities and villages.”

When the protest [in Montgomery]
began, my mind, consciously or
unconsciously, was driven back to the
Sermon on the Mount, with its sublime
teachings on love, and to the Gandhian
method of nonviolent resistance.

—Martin Luther King Jr.

" Tf Marthew is both “the Jewish gospel” and “the church’s gospel,” it can also
‘be “the Christians’ gospel’—and nowhere more convincingly than in the Ser-
“tnon on the Mount (5:1-7:29). These three chaprers are sometimes called
Christianity’s “Constitution,” or at least an early kind of catechism, being de-
tived largely from the sayings of Q, and hence popular among those who pre-
fer “Christianity Light,” with a Jesus who was an itinerant reacher—a kind of
first-century Jewish guru—and not the Savior and Redeemer of the Passion
- Narratives and Paul’s Epistles. For many Christians the Sermon’s apparent em-
- phasis on good works, self-restraint, and personal perfection is preferable to
the emphasis on faith, grace, and personal unworthiness in Paul’s theology. As
“for its OT connection, we see again the “Moses motif,” bere a symmetry be-
“tween Moses receiving the law on Mt. Sinai and Jesus ascending a mountain
to preach a “Messianic Torah,” a new law—or, better, a new and radical reori-
. entation of values.




