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THE AP0L05ETIC AIM OF THE WRITER OF THE FIRST GOSPEL.





I
J The Apologetic Aim of the Writer of the First Gospel, i 
ii I

Thd date of the composition of the Gospel according to St.

I
 Matthew is not definitely knovzn. Most scholars agree in plac- ’ 

P 
ing it near A.D. 70. But whether it was just before or soon | 

after the destruction of Jerusalem has not been determined.

In trying to arrive at a conclusion as to the date much account 
is taken of the 24th. chapter. Sut the dangers threatened may | 

apply to the conditions existin:^ before as vzell as after the ! 

fall of Jerusalem. On the vzhole it may be more satisfactory

to think of the Gospel assuming its present form abo^it A.D. 68- 

69.
I The writer like the date is not clearly distinguished. At 

J first it would seem tha-^ theGospel according to Matthew(

) vzould mean the Apostle by that name. And so it ! 

was probably intended. . But this does not necessarily make the i 
JI 1
i Apostle the writer of it; it may mean the Gospel as preached I 

by Matthew. Neither would this imply deception on the part of | 

the writer. For he may have intended merely to set forth the ' 

preaching of the Apostle and thus give m indirect Gospel bj^ 

Matthew. Other persons of a later time have omitted the indi- 

rect link and attributed the Gospel to Matthew himself. But

we seem to have strong evidence that Matthevz was not the authon



of the first Gospel, ('

Our chief historic- reference is to Papias as quoted by j 
! Eusebius, Paias died about A.D. 160-165. Irenaeus, who was • 

jthen about twenty-five years eld, and who became Bishop of 

ijLyons in A.u. 178, says that Papias was a disciple of St. John, 
I Papias vzrote "Expositions of the Lord’s Sayings." Quoting* 

from these Eusibius makes Papias say that"Matthevz composed '?

the Logia in the Hebrew language and each writer interpreted | 

them as he could." But no Gospel has been found in the

Hebrew language, and our Matthew is not translated frome the i 

iH'ebrew. This is shown in the quotations he makes from the Old;' 

Testament.

In this -ospel there are ten quotations from- the Old Testa^ i 
ment concerning the f’ Ifillment of prophecy not mentioned by . 

Mark or Luke. ( 1:23; 2:15,15,23; ^:15f; 5:17; 12:18-21; 13:35;^ 

21:5; 27:9f.) Nearly half of the words composing these citat- 

tions are not found in the LXX equivalents. V/hile in nineteenj 

quotation* common to Matthew and Mark or Luke, less than one . 
jsixth of the words differ from the LXX, Scholars say this , 

I amounts to almosi positive proof proof that the first Gospel

is not a translation from the earlier Hebrevz manuscript. |

» The Apostle Matthew was probably dead when our Gospel ,

Jv/hich nov; bears his name was vzritten. The writer no doubt seta
I forth the sayings, teachings and work of Jesus as Matthew

I



I
Itaught them. Just as St. Mark wrote the G-ospel as Peter preachj 

'ed it. If this was the way the G-ospel came to be written, 

'what was the probable occasion for its composition and what it 

would probably be the aim of its writer?
! Abraham Lincoln was assassinated thirty-eight years ago. I

I
The writer of the first Gospel was removed from the crucifixion, 
of Jesus at least thirty-eight years. What vzould a present day!' 

biographer of Lincoln do? If all boles, magazines, friends i 

and relatives would be asked to contribute whatever of infortua- 

tion they had toward the author’s purpose, could we not expect 

that a friend-biographer of the Son ef God would make careful 

preparation for his work? And does not the Gospel itself prove

I
 that the author had carefully gathered and arranged his 

materials? Notice the careful labor implied in the long 

genealogy; the family rec,ord; the grouping of the Sayings of 

Jesus, the Parables, the Miracles-^ all this orderly arrange­

ment indicates plan and purpose•

His resources would not be as many and as easy of access 

as v/ould those of a biographer of the esent day, but he had 

the traditions, the advanta^-e of consulting eye-witnesses,

i the Gospel cf St, Mark, and the Logia of St. Matthew if they

, had been written - and if they were not written he would ha^ve 

the material out of which they were supposed to have been vrrit'

I en.‘ He had also the Old Testament with which he shows himself



j to be qui+e familiar. He was a Palestinian Jew as the -Gospel 

jreveals, though probably in Phoenicia at the time of wfitirig. 

iLet us notice the time in v/hich he lived and the circumstances 
I which surrounded him before we assign him a motive for his 

work.

Forty years or more had passed since the prophet of the 

wilderness cried, "Behold the lamb of God." Later Jesus de- 

jdared, himself to be the Son cf God, and he lived and died as 

such. The eenturian said, "Surely this was the Son of God." 

"He was crucified, dead, and buried;" but "the third day he 

rose from the dead," he tarried with his disciples forty days 
N 
jand then returned again to Heaven. This is the one story re- 

lipe- ted to every generation, but how new and vital it must have 
n
for the first hal f century?

Ten days after the ascension the Holy Ghost descended and 

litook possession of the followers of Jesus and began the conque; 
lof the world for Christ. Thro^igh the power of the Holy Ghi st 

^undreds and thousands had accepted the resurrection doctrine 

jand freely worshipped the risen Lora, In less than twenty 

^years Jerusolem, Judea, and Samaria haj. been fil ed with the 

^octrine of the Son of God,, and the chie" persecutor of Christ- 
Jians had siezea the Gospel message and hastened to carry it 

jin person to the uttermost parts of the world.

i But Stephen and James and a host of others, had already



5.

become the first fruits of martydom before the matchless Paul 

had started on his labor of love. And martydom was yet com. iOn 

and persecution vzas in no way u.iininisheu. Every year while 

the number of disciples increased the number of those who had | 
seen and heard Jesus decreased. Thirty-ei^ht years after JesuJ 

left this world most of those who had be ^n his companions | 

had gone to be with him. Even Paul was dead; Peter was dead; 

almost all the apostles and nearly all the early disciples 

were dead. How long ’ efore the last eye-v/itness to Jesus woulti 
be gone? VZbat would be left to show that he had be n here at | 

.11? How should his follovzers teach the risin generation v/ho 

and vzhat he vzas? I

These questions may have suggested the necessity for a 

complete setting- forth of the facts of the early life of Jesusi 

Jiark ';ad already vzritten a good account but many things were 

omitted, and the style and language were not the best. He |

said nothing aboat the childhood of Jesus; perhaps he knew I
nothin:^ . Our writer knew or found out if he did not know. Did l 

he go to the mother of Jesus? Was she yet living? Was it the:, 

that she revealed what formely she had kept and pondered in 

her heart? i
The writer also knew or found out many things not ear^^ior 

stated, and arranged them in what he considered to be the |i 

strongest presentation and set them forth as a complete record 

of the -^S on 0f God, injsliejonltL, .Jlnd. ,was-_-it- Por_pure histpi'icd l 



purposes that he did so? We do not so believe. Vfliile he may

■ have had man^^ reasons for writing an account of Jesus we be- 

(lieve that the chief aim v/as to prove that Jesus was the 

I Messiah of the Old Testament.

(I This we notice at the very begining of the %spel.If
: Jesus comes into the vzorld according to prophecy. His birth- 

'plt.ce, his flight to Ef>:ypt, and his residence at Nazareth are 

' fixed and conditioned by prophecy. And again and again throug 

! the 'ospel we are interrupted by the explanaory phrase "that 
r
; it might be fulfilled which was vzritten." Somethnes this is

ii,used even when it spoils the beauty of the narrative.

I There is no doubt that-'our writer flew to the Old Testa­

ment for sanction of a great deal he said. It would be 

(■difficult to reconcile his idea of the fulfillment of prophec' 
I with our idea of the sametling. This can only be done by con 

I sidering his standpoint, ^’o the Jewish mind anything was a 

(fulfillment of prophecy which happened to be like the prophec 

■in form or letter. It was not even necessary to have all the 

^points of resemblance^ So our writer does not hesitate to 

I use what ever he finds in the Old Testament that in foim or

likeness will support his contention. But vze must bear ’n 

mind that his readers had the same idea of prophecy that he «
had, so that it would be a. effective in that day and gene rati 

lias it is with us when a writer thinks as we thinlc.



Most persons before A.D. '70, Jewish as well as rentile, 

did not closely associate Jesus with the Old Testament, He 

was a great teacher they all believed; that his life was more 

than hanan most persons would admit; but that he was ohe 

Messiah of prophecy none but his followers would grant and 

many of them,being Gentiles,, would be ignorant of prophecy. 

Probably most people for forty years or more after the death 

of Jesus believed because of the report of eye-wit,'.esses to 

the doings and sayings of Jesus, If these teachers disappear­

ed could weaker teachers win ti e rising generation and also

spread the message?
The writer of the First Gospel.evidently thought not; 

and he proposed to give to the followers of Jesus a complete 

account proven by Scripture that would not vary with succeed­

ing generations, and that would be sufficient for all time.

Such an account was needed to offset the efforts of th

false teachers who insisted on making Jesus a habbi and nothip/

more, execpt a false Rabbi. '
It was needed to correct the misconceptions of tme be- ! 

lievers; those who would click -together and follow one leaderj, 

and thus divide the family of Christ. It was also needed 

especially among the scattered Jews, or the Diaspon. {I)i<-spc- 

ra). "
The political situation in Palestine had. beon uncertain H 



’for a long time. The Jevzs said t Pilate when he wanted to 

.^release Jesus, "his blood be upon us and our children," and 

their request v/as granted.. They secured the body of Jesus 
Isome forty .years before the penalty for taking his life was 

I inflicted upon them. They had never repented of their deed, » 

at least the rulers of Jerusalem had not. In their boastful.,, 

bigoted manner they invited the destruction of their city 

and temple which the emperor of Rome would have gladly turned
I
iaside. If the date selected, t.P. -S8-69,, be correct it.was 

•just as this awful storm of Roman wrath was gathering- about 

:Jerusalem that our vrriter was at work. The Christians had been 

^iscattered frequently at other times but now there would be a : 

hooraplete dispersion. No more gatherin’- at Jerusalem, no more ; 

[Church or synagogije worship on the holy hill, but a complete 

banishment. The signs of such an event are always seen by I 

a fevz at least. Preparations are always made by the wise ai-id 

prudent. And can we not seo in this threatened destruction of 

(Jerusalem and temple, which had been fortold by Jesus, the 
Iturgent necessity of a complete narrative of the life of Jesus?

II The writer of the First Gospel has given to the world |

;a strong defense of the life and death of Jesus Christ. It j

jhas been neededin every age but in none so much as the one in 

which it was written. It United the new life with the oldf

[conception of religion; it v/as the nevz spiritual graft on the | 



old formal religious stock, it meant the clearing away of all 

brush and rubbish of false tradition, and the implanting of 

simple saving faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. This Gospel 

marks the transition from the frgmentary method of teaching 

what Jesus said and did, to the superior method of seeing his 

life, death, and resurrection as a series of events in the 

fulfillment of prophecy. It shows us also that this was God’ 

method of revealing himself to the world. It would therefore 

explain the hostility of the Jev/s, give ample reason for all 

that was mysterious about Jesus, aiid link the whole trans­

action of redemption with the will of Jehovah who was the one 

mighty God.

That the Gospel served its purpose of giving believers 

an abiding faith in Jesus as the Saviour of the world is not 

questioned in history, and is best understood by the confi­

dence it novz establishes in the hearts of all who put their 

trust in him. V/e too believe that he v/ill be with us "even 

unto the end."


