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ABOUT THE PROGRAM

Why is understanding the Gospel of Matthew so vitally important today? How did it become the
"Church’s Gospel?"

With eminent scripture scholar Fr. Donald Senior as your guide, explore the circumstances
surrounding the creation of the Gospel of Matthew and its enduring power to change lives.

Even though modern scholarship has established the solid supposition that Mark’s Gospel was
the earliest of the four inspired accounts of the life of Jesus to be written, Christian custom (and
hence the order of texts in your Bible) has long lent Matthew priority of place.

Whatever order of composition researchers may posit, renowned Catholic Scripture scholar Fr.
Donald Senior reminds us, there is for us a fittingness to Matthew’s traditional "firstness" that we
may glimpse in the many uncanny parallels between the situation of the Church in Matthew’s
time and the circumstances that confront Christian faith and witness today. Cataclysmic ruptures
in the fabric of civilization, the suffering of the marginalized whom Jesus so loved (and loves),
mass population movements, diverse human cultures searching to find their places in the
wholeness of the Body of Christ—all those were as familiar to Matthew’s time as they are to
ours.

In Fr. Senior’s thoughtful treatment, these parallels appear not as historical curiosities or denials
of the transcendence of Jesus’ mission and message, but rather become reminders for us of just
how timeless—and timely—this eloquent preaching of the Good News (evangelion) about Jesus
in "story form" really is.

By joining Fr. Senior for these 12 talks, you’ll see why the Gospel of Matthew speaks with
special resonance to us today—and why it deserves its byname of "The Church’s Gospel."



ABOUT THE SPEAKER

Donald Senior, C.P., is president of the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago, where he has
taught the New Testament since 1972. A Roman Catholic priest of the Passionist order, Fr.
Senior has served on the Pontifical Biblical Commission since Pope John Paul II named him to it
in 2001. In addition to having written books and articles too numerous to list, Fr. Senior is
general editor of The Bible Today and The Catholic Study Bible, as well as coeditor of the 22-
volume commentary New Testament Message. He earned his doctorate in New Testament
Studies from the University of Louvain, Belgium, and completed further graduate studies at
Hebrew Union College and Harvard University. In 1994, the Catholic Library Association of
America gave him its Jerome Award for outstanding scholarship. In 1996, the National Catholic
Education Association awarded him the Bishop Loras Lane Award for his outstanding
contribution to theological education.



Topic One: Introduction
A. What is a Gospel?
a. From the Greek EVANGELION: “The Good News”
b. Not just to preserve the memory of Jesus, but to proclaim Christ
B. Gospel foundation form of Mark: three stages of Gospel that emerged over time

a. Jesus and his disciples
1. First century experience
2. Impact on people’s lives
3. Not immediately written down

b.  Material within early churches
1. Driven by preaching of Paul
2. Sayings and stories of Jesus
3. Prayer and liturgy
4. Collective memory
5. Touched lives of people
6. Shaped by the Holy Spirit

c. Gospels formed by four evangelists

1. Composition of gospels themselves
2. Different styles, perspectives
3. 66 AD: revolt of Jews against Rome
4. 70 AD: siege of Jerusalem, destruction of Temple
5. Cataclysmic events marked profound transition

6. Time of emergence of the gospels



7. Coalescence of portrait of Jesus
8. Unique heritage of early Christianity

9. Past remembered for the sake of the future

C. Impact of Mark on Matthew’s gospel
a. Turning point of Mark: Jesus sets his face to Jerusalem
b. Final part in Jerusalem itself (opposition of Jewish Leaders)
c. Mark sets framework absorbed by both Matthew and Luke
D. Emergence of Matthew’s gospel: 80’s or 90’s
a. Absorbs Mark, but enhances it, expands it
b. Sayings and parables of Jesus from “Q” source
E. Matthew, Mark and Luke: synoptic gospels
a. Reconstructing the past in looking to the future

b. Looking at the future in a new way



Study Questions

1. What is meant by the “three stages” in the formation of the gospels? Why is it significant that
the gospel sayings and stories of Jesus passed through the life of the Christian community?

2. Matthew combines in his gospel the storyline of Mark’s Gospel and a collection of the sayings
of Jesus—how does that color the content of Matthew’s Gospel?

3. Are the gospels meant only as documents about past history—or are they intended to inform
and inspire the present and future reality of the Christians who encounter them?



I1. Topic Two: Background and Context
A. Matthew’s Gospel, written in 80’s to 90’s A. D.
a. Based on oral tradition
b. Composed from several sources

c. Similar in many ways to Mark/Luke (Synoptic), but with a different
emphasis

d. Many/varied Gospel texts of early church.

e. Dialogue, interaction of church communities led to stories that were
eventually written down

f. Action of the Spirit of God, inspiration guided the hand of the author

B. Tensions

a. Loss of Jewish leadership in the early Church that caused separations
and lack of unity

b. Jewish followers of Jesus wanted to maintain their own traditions and
integrate them into a Christian way of life

c. Gentiles becoming followers were unfamiliar with Jewish traditions

C. Antioch —base for Christians, the place where they were first known as
“Christians”

a. Baptizing Greeks (Gentiles) as work of the Spirit — not part of the
original understanding of the message of Jesus

b. Acts of the Apostles: Peter and Paul and their apostolic journeys — an
account of the early days after the resurrection of Christ

D. Purpose of God working with Israel
1. Link Jesus and Gospel to History of Israel

b. Show how Hebrew Scriptures are fulfilled in the life of Jesus and the
early Christians



Discovery of how to be Jewish in a new way, a way of being faithful to
the Law in the context of Christ’s message to his followers

Leadership (Scribes) to be bridge for communities assisting them in
understanding a reinterpretation of the Law



Study Questions

1. Why was the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in A.D. 70 such a transformative event
for both Jews and Jewish Christians?

2. In Matthew 13:52 the Evangelist records a saying of Jesus that speaks of the scribe who
brings from his treasury things that are both “new and old”. In what way is this concern for both
the “new” and the “old” expressive of Matthew’s Gospel?
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III.  Topic Three: Infancy Narratives
A. Beginning of the gospel according to Matthew
a. recollection of Jewish ancestry of Jesus
b. Before Abraham, before Moses, before the Law
c. Jesus is not only Son of David; He is Son of Abraham
d. Envelopes all of God’s people
e. Mediating between Jewish history and the call to universal salvation
B. Jewish roots of Jesus
a. Sometimes called “Infancy Gospel”
b. Orientation into origins of Jesus
c. Emphasis on continuity
d. Drawn primarily from Book of Chronicles
e. Reflection on meaning of numbers: fourteen generations (14=David)
f. Perfect symmetry from Abraham to David, to Exile to the Messiah
g. Genealogy, inclusive of women — some unusual characters
h. Messianic line, family tree of Jesus.

1. Leads up to the story of how Jesus himself was conceived and born as
seen through the eyes of Joseph

J. Mary becomes part of the Messianic line, the Davidic line traced through
Joseph

k. Matthew tells us that God can work “in the gaps”
C. Background Stories

b. Awareness of Old Testament stories and how they prefigure incidents in
life of Jesus
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c. Signs given through nature

d. Flowering of God’s promise in Israel, the fulfillment of God’s promises
to Israel over the centuries

12



Study Questions

1. In the way Matthew tells the story of Jesus’ birth and infancy how does the evangelist trigger
memories of Israel’s past history? Why do you think Matthew wants to tell the story in this
way?

2. In what way does the appearance of the Magi seeking the Messiah serve as anticipation of the
future mission of the Church?

3. In the women of the genealogy who are “outsiders” and in the threats and displacement that
Jesus and his family experience, Matthew’s Gospel places Jesus among the “least”. Why is this
an important part of the gospel message?

13



IV. Topic Four: Entry into Galilee, out of Egypt to Nazareth
A. Jesus begins Mission
a. Jesus’ home in Nazareth — suggestion of Old Testament prophecies
b. “He shall be called a Nazarean.”

c. A sprig shall sprout from the stump of Jesse.” Jesse was father of
David (continuity).

B. Jesus’ Way prepared by John the Baptist

a. North, Nazareth, to South, where John baptizing on the
River Jordan.

1. People coming out of Jerusalem and all Judea

2. Pharisees/Sadducees (hypocrites) came
C. John baptizes Jesus. Jesus says, “I must fulfill all righteousness.”
D. John represents the best of Old Testament Prophets.

E. Jesus is suffused with the very Spirit of God

F. Jesus is tempted in the desert to diversion from his messianic role

G. He responds as a faithful Israelite.

H. Story expanded from Mark’s version

F. Jesus moves from Nazareth to Capernaum, a territory of Nebulum/Naphtali.

He uses Capernaum as his home base.

G. Public Ministry of Jesus.
a. Emphasis on authority of Jesus

b. Call of disciples
c. Teaching in Synagogues of Galilee, healing sick

d. Crowds follow Jesus

14



Study Questions

1. Matthew continues in this section to emphasize continuity with Israel’s history. How does the
role of John the Baptist fit into this picture?

2. What is the significance of the baptism of Jesus? What impact does it have on Jesus as he
begins his mission?

3. Describe the opening scenes of Jesus’ mission in Galilee. What is the significance of
Matthew quoting the reference of Isaiah to the territory of “Nebulum and Naphtali”?
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V. Topic Five: Sermon on the Mount — Part [

A. Matthew introduces Jesus at the beginning of his public ministry with the
great Sermon on the Mount (one of five great discourses)

a. Setting was one of broken people, desperate for life, who gather
around Jesus

b. Matthew has him sitting to teach (position of the rabbi in Judaic
tradition)

c. His inner circle of disciples is around him
d. Gave Discourses as the Teacher of God’s Truth.

1. Teacher of broken people who were sheep without a
shepherd, suffering exile from Assyrians

e. Healer, bringing God’s compassion

f. Beatitudes are reminiscent of Isaiah’s teaching
B. Observations of Jesus

a. Taught as a Rabbi, sitting among people

b. Saw humanity in desperate need and responded with deep
compassion to their need

c. Proclaimed that “reign of God” was near, saw all things and all
people in a new way

d. Darkness has seen a great light, light has come
e. Jesus brings not false hope, but God’s hope
f. He lifts up the kinds of People who will receive God’s blessing

g. He underscores the authenticity of the disciples, their call to be
witnesses

h. He has no time for false hypocrisy

i. These are the authentic words and spirit of Jesus

16



Study Questions

1. Describe the setting for this great inaugural discourse of Jesus. What kind of people are
present and where do they come from?

2. Matthew portrays Jesus as the great teacher and healer. How is this ministry of Jesus a model
for the Christian community today?
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VI.  Topic Six: Sermon on the Mount — Part I1
A. Beatitudes/Blessings

a. Jesus’ purpose: Not to abolish the Law and Prophets, but to fulfill
them

b. Emphasis on fidelity to the Jewish Law as it is interpreted by Jesus
c. “Your justice must exceed that of the Scribes and the Pharisees.”

d. “Love your enemies’: one of the most characteristic sayings of Jesus,
is unique, extraordinary, and quite radical

e. We must love our enemies because God is like that. In obeying this
Law we become like God (TELOS = complete, a full human being)

f. Isaiah 61 — virtues seen as beatitudes
g. Jesus’ followers:

1. Prophetic reversal: powerless people, broken,
humble, poor in spirit, meek.

2 . Disciples: salt of earth, light of the world, clean of
heart, peacemakers, merciful, those who hunger
and thirst for justice.

3. Human person with capacity for compassion

4. Jesus describes what can actually happen to a child
of God

5. “Focal instances” — teachings of Jesus give us the
right direction within the range of moral choices
we have to choose the right path

B. False Values

a. Hypocritical religion is not acceptable religion; it is not religion at all.

b. Pretentious piety of leaders is contrary to the spirit of the Law as
given to the People of Israel

C. Context of the Sermon on the Mount assumes that we are ina community
that supports us and encourages us

18



Study Questions

1. At the outset of the Sermon (Matthew 5:17) Jesus emphasizes that the has come not to destroy
the law but to fulfill it. What does this mean? And why does Matthew’s Gospel emphasize
continuity with Jewish tradition?

2. The command to “love your enemy” is considered one of the most characteristic teachings of
Jesus? How can we be faithful to this challenging teaching in a violent world?

3. Matthew’s Jesus has no time for religious hypocrisy? Why is this important for us as
Christians today?

19



VII. Topic Seven: Discipleship and Mission
A. Disciples, hearers of Gospel, mirror us as Christians.
B. Call of Disciples
a. Call as gift, “Come follow me.”
b. “I will make you fishers of people.”
c. Imitate Jesus’ compassion to all who come to him in need of any kind
C. Symbolism of Sea
a. Chaos, storms, threats
b. Demons live there

c. Jesus calls Disciples to be on the sea, bringing peace as they preach the gospel
to all people

D. Community of ordinary people, flawed, not righteous

a. Jesus ate with sinners and those who were not acceptable to those who kept
the letter of the Law

b. Human beings called by God
1. Not perfect, weak, of little faith

Mirrors of ourselves called to compassionate, human

E. Mission Discourse ( after healing stories — Chapter 10
a. Crowd comes with sick, burdened

b. Gives authority over unclean spirits, casts out demons, makes people
whole

c. In the spirit of Matthew’s Gospel; received as gift, give as gift
F. How did Jesus see His Mission?

a. Sent to lost children of Israel

20



Restoration, gathering people exiled in Babylonian captivity
Healing and building a compassionate community

. Listening to pleas of Gentiles like the Canaanite woman , healing
Going to people on the margins; lepers, lost sheep

Going to people unknown, across boundaries

21



Study Questions

1. What role do the disciples play within Matthew’s Gospel story? In what ways can we identify
with them?

2. Jesus empowers the disciples to take up his own mission in Matthew’s Gospel. How does the
church and we as Christians in the world remain faithful to this command of Jesus?

3. The Gospel of Matthew portrays the disciples as people who are not perfect and “of little
faith”. Why is this so and what does it mean for us as disciples of Jesus today?
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VIII. Topic Eight Opposition to Jesus, Immanuel, God With Us

A. Jesus heals with compassion of God

a.

b.

John arrested. Asks “Are you the one who is to come?”

Jesus replies, “Yes, the blind see, the deaf hear.”

B. Growing opposition

a.

b.

Jesus called a glutton, friend of tax collectors, sinners...all the wrong people

His enemies accuse him of the ultimate blasphemy, to be in league with Satan
by his interpretation of the law

Pharisees; some believed, others opposed.

Respect Pharisees but do not do as they do: lay heavy burdens on others; do
things to be seen

Scribes and Pharisees seen as negative stereotypes

Series of “woes” — strong condemnation of the leaders
Matthew wrote for Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians
These texts have sometimes been used to stoke anti-Semitism

Catholic Church has tried in recent years to respect and esteem Jewish
tradition
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Study Questions

1. Matthew’s Gospel portrays the Jewish leaders as in opposition to Jesus. What are some of the
issues or values that caused this conflict in the gospel?

2. While Matthew and his community were mainly Jewish Christian, some of the strong
critiques of the Jewish leaders in the Gospel have been read with an anti-Jewish or anti-Semitic
perspective on the part of later generations. How can one read and interpret the gospel without
allowing such a negative reading to happen?

3. What efforts has the Catholic Church taken in recent years to reverse the course of anti-
Semitism on the part of some Christians?
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IX.

Topic Nine: Confession of Jesus as Messiah. The Gospel’s Christology

A.

B.

e

SN

e

Intimacy of God the Father with Jesus, Jesus with the Father
Jesus is called both “Yeshua” and Immanuel” to indicate his saving role
John dies

Jesus provides for people in a desert place, symbolic of manna and
Eucharist

Jesus calms the storm, bringing order out of chaos

Disciples have faith, but weak faith, little faith

Jesus gives Disciples same powers as himself

Identify Jesus as human and divine, a transcendent figure

Peter receives blessing. Matthew’s Gospel concerned about order in the Church
Jesus underscores Peter’s authority, calls me “Rock”

Central act of Jesus — passion; Jesus warns Disciples of his suffering to come,
calls Peter a stumbling block

When the Passion comes Peter will deny Jesus publicly and betray him and only

the initiative of Jesus will heal Peter and draw him back into the circle of
Disciples

25



Study Questions

1. Describe the significance of the names given to Jesus: “Emmanuel” or “God-with-us” and
“Jesus” or “God saves”. How do these indicate the identity and mission of Jesus for us?

2. What are some of the stories in Matthew’s Gospel that best convey for you the meaning of
who Jesus is?

3. Peter is presented in Matthew’s Gospel as the leader of the disciples and of the Christian
community. How is Peter’s role in the Gospel and in the early Church reflected in the Petrine
ministry of the Pope?

26



X. Topic Ten: Community Discourse and Matthew’s Vision of the Church

A. Matthew uses a collection of Sayings and Parables, molding them around
a motif... Who is the greatest in the Kingdom?

a. Sayings and Parables — No one is to be lost — Parable of the
Lost Sheep

b. Forgive from your heart, Parable of Unforgiving Servant
c. Where two or three are gathered, there am I in their midst
B. Community, Church

a. Become like a little child, notion of greatness- turn around and be
transformed by God’s mercy

b. Little ones — vulnerable, weak are the ones closest to God. They are the
ones who see His face.

c. Responsibility of strong — treat little ones as God would-their angels see
the face of God

d. Give care, respect to all
e. Resolve disputes — Serious injury from another member of community:

1. Go to be reconciled, if not, bring two witnesses Jewish
Law), if not, go to the Church community, if not, then
unforgiving person expelled from community.

2. “Let such a person be to you as a gentile or a tax
collector.” They then become the object of the
community’s care.

f. Peter asks, “If another member of the church injures me,
How many times must I forgive?” Jesus answers, Seventy-seven
times.”

g. Parables: Merciless Servant — owed 10,000 talents- was forgiven, did
not show mercy

h. Forgive, as we are forgiven
i. Extraordinary emphasis on forgiveness

C. Church — two great qualities:
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a. Care for vulnerable

b. Capacity for forgiveness

D. Obstacles
a. Tensions — Jewish Christians/Gentile Christians

b. Debates — direction, vision of Church

28



Study Questions

1. Describe some of the qualities of a Christian community that are singled out in Matthew 18?

2. Why does Matthew’s Gospel put such emphasis on compassion and forgiveness as a
defining characteristic of Christian community?
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XI.  Topic Eleven: Last Days in Jerusalem
A. Public Ministry — Galilee, then Journey to Jerusalem
B. Entry into Jerusalem
a. Jesus comes in as a king
b. Fulfillment of Isaiah: “Your King is coming to you...”
c. He enters His royal city on a donkey
C. Teaching in Temple precincts — Parables

a. Parable of Two Sons — no, then went — yes, did not go — words to be
acted upon.

b. Parable of Tenants — leaders entrusted with vineyard — in opposition —
God says, “I’ll send my Son.” Kingdom of God is taken away and
given to people who will produce good fruit.”

c. God of Abraham — God of the living

d. Greatest Commandment: “Love the Lord your God with all
your heart and your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the
prophets are contained in this commandment.”

e. Jesus gets at the heart of religious conviction, the primary value on
which every other religious obligation or command hangs, the guiding
principle for all interpretation of the Law.

f. Apocalyptic Discourse: Jesus and Disciples are east of Jerusalem — In
Mount of Olives — can see Temple of Herod — prediction of the

destruction of the Temple

1. To Disciples — Be alert, stay awake, opportunity is coming,
be ready to respond

2. Parable of Talents, bury the one, no risk; Ten Wise and Ten
Foolish Virgins, Parable of Sheep and Goats

3. Christianity beyond dogma, defined by actions — Love —
Give food to hungry, drink to thirsty

4. God will ultimately bring humanity to its purpose

30



Study Questions

1. Matthew portrays Jesus’ final days of teaching the temple with a series of parables. Which of
these parables do you find most expressive of the spirit of Jesus?

2. In his debate with the religious leaders, Jesus presents the two-fold love command (i.e., love
of God and love of neighbor) as the basis for all interpretation of law. What significance does
this principle have for us as Christians today?

3. Another key characteristic of Jesus’ teaching as presented by Matthew is an emphasis on
doing God’s will and not simply talking about it. Is this still an important teaching for us today?
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XII. Topic Twelve: Death and Resurrection
A. Scenes Leading to Crucifixion

a. Judas — Sells Jesus, betrays Him, then regrets, returns coins, hangs
himself

b. Woman from Bethany anoints Jesus in preparation for burial
c. Passover Meal — Body broken, Blood poured out

d. Abandonment of Jesus by Peter and his betrayal of Jesus as predicted
by Jesus

e. Olive Garden — humanness of Jesus — “Let this cup pass.”
f. Scourging — Religious leaders choose to reject Jesus
g. Pilate, Roman, declares Jesus innocent, washes hands
h. Passers by/ leaders mock Jesus
B. Jesus’ trust in the midst of suffering and death

a. “My God, my God why have you abandoned me?” (the great lament
Psalm 22)

b. He handed over His spirit in obedience to His Father. He hands over
His life breath to God.

C. Response to Son
a. God accepts Son’s trust
b. Nature affected — Temple veil rent
D. Life Overcomes Death
a. Centurion — “Truly this was the Son of God”
b. Leaders persuade Pilate to post a guard at the tomb.
c. Mary Magdalen and the other faithful women hear angel, “He is not

here. Tell Disciples to go to Galilee”. Women were the first
messengers of the Resurrection.
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d. On their way they meet the risen Christ Himself.
e. Jesus says, “I am with you always to the end of the ages.”

F. Go to wide world beyond Israel. Do not be hesitant Disciples.
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Study Questions
1. Matthew portrays Jesus in Gethsemane as praying that he be delivered from death but that,

ultimately, God’s will be done. How is Jesus’ prayer here and the Lord’s Prayer in the Sermon
on the Mount a model of Christian prayer?

2. At the very moment of his death, Jesus recites the lament psalm 22—*“My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?” What impact does this have on you and how do you understand it?

3. Is it fair to say that Matthew presents Jesus as suffering intensely yet ultimately trusting
completely in God? How does this relate to our experience of faith today?
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