Matthew’s Portrayal of Jesus
Son of David, a New Moses, and Son of God
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Ithough the Gospel of Matthew appears at the beginning of

the New Testament, many scholars believe that the Gospel
of Mark was written first.* Yet while Matthew follows the basic order
and storyline of Mark, Matthew weaves new material into it, espe-
cially many teachings of Jesus, some of which are shared with the
Gospel of Luke and others that are unique to the First Gospel. Some
aspects of Matthew’s Gospel, such as his influential Sermon on the
Mount and his references to the church (Matthew 16:18; 18:17),
the only ones in any of the Gospels, made his treatment of the minis-
try and mission of Jesus particularly important to early Christians.>
These factors and the way its author frequently used Jewish scrip-
ture helped make Matthew a natural bridge between the Old and
New Testaments, and this may have led to Matthew’s Gospel be-

ing placed first in the canon An important result of this Gospel’s
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prominent placement is that Matthew’s presentation of Jesus is the
first that most Bible readers encounter.

As a result, even though Matthew is often harmonized and
blended with Mark and Luke as one of the Synoptic Gospels, its
unique perspective of Jesus of Nazareth is fundamental to our
understanding of Christology—that is, the way early and contem-
porary Christians understand who Jesus was and how he helped
bring about salvation. Before analyzing Jesus Christ through the
Matthean lens, we will first analyze that lens to more fully appreci-
ate its structure, methods, potential purposes, and likely audience.
We will then consider how Matthew’s Gospel went beyond Mark'’s
by beginning with a story of Jesus’s divine conception and miraculous
birth. Written to show how Jesus was the “Christ, the son of David,
the son of Abraham” (Matthew 1:1), this infancy narrative also intro-
duced the image of Jesus as the New Moses, ideas that were developed
in the rest of the Gospel. In addition to demonstrating that Jesus was
the “Son of the living God,” Matthew also placed emphasis on Jesus's
role as the Son of Man, one who would not only suffer and die for us
but also rise from the dead and one day return in glory. These aspects
of Matthew’s presentation of Jesus are important to Latter-day Saint
readers, whose own understanding of these elements of Jesus's per-
son and work are often strengthened by Restoration scripture and
testimony. As we study the Matthean Jesus, our own testimonies of

Christ can then deepen as we come to know him better.

Matthew, a Jewish Gospel?

Tradition attributes authorship of this Gospel to Matthew the pub-
lican, or tax collector, whom Jesus called to follow him and who was
later named an apostle (Matthew 9:9; 10:3).* Despite this attribution,
the author of Matthew was also well acquainted with Jewish scrip-
ture, traditions, and various messianic expectations of his day. In fact,
his familiarity with and use of such material led to Matthew’s Gospel
being described “as the most Jewish book of the New Testament.”s
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With over sixty quotations from the Old Testament, along with
many other allusions, Matthew quotes the Old Testament at least
twice as often as any other Gospel writer.® In particular, Matthew lists
at least thirteen specific instances where Jesus said or did something
that expressly fulfilled a prophecy that would have been familiar to a
Jewish audience (Matthew 1:22—23; 2:5—6, 15, 17-18, 23; 4:14—16; 8:17;
12:17—-21; 13:14, 35; 21:4—5; 27:9—10, 35)7 As an example, Matthew’s
first fulfillment statement declares Jesus’s miraculous birth as fulfill-
ing Isaiah 7:14 where a “virgin” conceives and bears a son who would
be called Emmanuel, “God with us” (Matthew 1:22—23; emphasis
added).® After introducing this name in the first chapter, Matthew
forms an inclusio, or literary bookend, with the final verse in the
Gospel: “Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have com-
manded you: and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the
world. Amen” (Matthew 28:20; emphasis added). Every sermon,
miracle, and interaction between these two bookends shows Jesus
fulfilling his Emmanuel role.

In spite of Matthew’s supposed Jewishness, he also displays
greater harshness toward the Jewish leaders than any other Gospel
writer. For example, Matthew records a long string of Jesus’s scathing
rebukes of the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23. He also lists
Jesus'’s harsh judgments and prophecies of destruction (Matthew 24).
Nevertheless, while Matthew’s Jesus does not hold back his criticism of
certain Jewish leaders and behaviors, he never speaks negatively about
the law of Moses. Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus shows him upholding
key Jewish traditions such as “Go not into the way of the Gentiles”
(10:5), “T am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(15:24), Jesus facilitating Peter to pay the temple tax (17:24—27), and
“Pray ye that your flight be not in the winter, neither on the Sabbath
day” (24:20). Unlike the other Synoptics, in Matthew’s account Jesus
is never accused of breaking certain traditions of the elders (e.g,,
plucking grain on the Sabbath, eating with unwashed hands, not fast
ing, etc.). Instead, Matthew shows Jesus being questioned about why

he allows his disciples to do these things but is never confronted for
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personally breaking these traditions of the law himself. On at least one
occasion, Jesus appears to have defended certain traditions that would
have been reverenced by many in a Christian-Jewish audience due to
centuries of tradition (see Matthew 23:3). Unlike Luke’s Sermon on
the Plain, Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount appears to emphasize the
importance of the law: “Think not that I am come to destroy the law,
or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil. For verily I say
unto you, Till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no
wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled” (5:17-18).

Nevertheless, despite the common description that “Matthew
was written to persuade the Jews that Jesus was the promised Jewish
Messiah,” our understanding of the Gospel’s original audience may
need to be slightly more nuanced. Matthew’s inclusion of gentiles
who recognize Jesus—such as the magi or wise men who worship
Jesus as the true King of Israel at the beginning (Matthew 2:11)
and the centurion at the foot of the cross who acknowledges him
as the Son of God at the end (27:54)—and the Risen Lord’s final
directive that his eleven remaining disciples take the gospel to all
the world (28:16—20) might suggest that it was also directed to a
mixed Jewish-gentile Christian audience.” Matthew’s apparent hos-
tility toward Jewish leaders might partially have been the result of
first-century Jewish Christians struggling with the emerging rab-
binic leadership of the Jewish community after the destruction of
Jerusalem and the temple in AD 70. The early Christian community,
consisting of both Jewish and gentile Christians, may also have been
struggling to combine the seemingly exclusive promises made to
the house of Israel in the past with their newfound Christian faith.
Nevertheless, the Jewish aspects of Matthew provide particular
insight into how Jesus'’s eatliest disciples may have gradually come
to understand how he was in fact their Messiah—one who was not
only the kingly successor to David and a prophet like Moses but also
the actual Son of God who came to suffer, die, and rise again and

who would come again in glory.
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Bring Forth a Son

When it comes to actually beginning his Gospel, Matthew does not
follow Mark’s lead in commencing his story with an account of the
ministry of John the Baptist leading up to Jesus’s baptism. For Mark,
Jesus was the Son of God because the Father declared it so when he
proclaimed after the baptism, “Thou art my beloved Son, in whom
I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11). Jesus’s divine identity was then con-
firmed as he acted and taught with authority throughout his minis-
try. Nevertheless, the Marcan proclamation by the Father could be
interpreted in such a way as to promote an adoptionist Christology—
that is, a belief that Jesus was a fully human figure who was adopted
by the Father at the baptism, much as the royal kings of Judah had
been “adopted” as the Lord’s representatives at their coronations (see
Psalm 2:7).”" Perhaps to counter such a misunderstanding, Matthew
decided, and no doubt was inspired, to begin his Gospel with a nat-
rative account of Jesus’s divine conception and miraculous birth. In
addition to establishing Jesus’s unique conception, Matthew could
also have been using his birth narrative to make additional connec-
tions with the Old Testament.”* According to noted biblical scholar
Raymond Brown (1928—98), this “conception christology” was the fo-
cus of a prologue (Matthew 1-2) that answered important questions
such as who was Jesus (1:1-17), how did he come into being (1:18—25,
Jesus's genealogy), where did he go (2:1-12, Bethlehem, where he was
recognized by the magi), and from whence did he come (2:13—23, back
from Egypt, where his family had gone to escape Herod).”

In addressing the question of who Jesus was, Matthew’s work
begins with two words, biblos geneseds, an important phrase that
echoes Genesis 2:4 (the generations of the heavens and the earth),
5:1 (the generations of Adam), and 6:9 (the generations of Noah).
As Brown further notes, Matthew begins his Gospel account as an
inversion of the Genesis account; where Adam’s genealogy lists his
descendants, Jesus's lists his ancestors.”” Abraham holds a promi-

nent place in Matthew’s description of Jesus’s identity.”® Matthew’s
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first verse ends by declaring that Jesus was “the son of Abraham.”
The genealogy list immediately following that declaration begins
with Abraham as the first ancestor mentioned (Matthew 1:2).”” Eric
Huntsman, a BYU professor of ancient scripture, notes that, “while
much of Jesus’s genealogy focuses on his role as the Son of David
and the king of Israel, the reference to Abraham can also be seen
as expanding his role as a blessing to all nations and peoples. . . .
Although overall [Matthew’s] gospel comes from the perspective of
a Jewish author writing for a Jewish audience, he also seems to have
been writing when a growing number of gentiles were coming into
the Church, and there are important references to gentiles in his
Gospel.””* Huntsman also observes that Old Testament genealogies
serve “an important function in establishing kinship, confirming
a family’s position in the House of Israel, and validating claims to
important royal or priestly positions.”” Unlike Luke (Luke 3:23-
38),>° Matthew follows the Old Testament pattern of fathers beget-
ting sons. In addition to the men, Matthew included five women in
this list: Tamar (Matthew 1:3), Rahab and Ruth (1:5), Uriah’s wife
(1:6), and Mary (1:16).* Perhaps Matthew included Mary with this list
of women because they, too, were seen as either sinners or outcasts. Or
maybe Matthew was simply showing how gentiles would also have a
part in Jesus's work and ministry, since they appear in his ancestry.”
Nevertheless, perhaps the clearest statement of who Jesus is in
the opening chapter of Matthew comes during the angelic annuncia-
tion to Joseph, in which he is told, “Fear not to take unto thee Mary
thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost”
(Matthew 1:20), a statement that makes clear that Joseph the car-
penter was not the actual father of Mary’s expected child. Rather,
the conception had come about by divine agency. For Latter-day
Saints, this divine agency is clarified through Restoration scripture,
which clarifies that Mary, a precious and chosen vessel, conceived
and was overshadowed “by the power of the Holy Ghost” (see Alma
7:10; emphasis added). The angel then continued with Joseph, “And

she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Jesus: for
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he shall save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). The word
for in this context implies that the reason Joseph should name him
Jesus is because he will save. While there is no logical connection
between salvation and the name Jesus in English or Iésous in Greek,
there is a correlation in Hebrew, where the name Yehéshua is taken
to mean “Yahweh is salvation.”** Matthew underscores this connec-
tion of Jesus with YHWH, the Lord of the Old Testament, with the
first formula quotation from Isaiah: “Now all this was done, that it
might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, say-
ing, Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son,
and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is,
God with us” (Matthew 1:22—23; emphasis added).

The Son of David

Matthew, more than any other Gospel writer, emphasized a royal
Christology—a belief that a Davidic king would rise up, be anointed
to take the throne, and restore Israel’s kingdom again. David him-
self, like Saul before him, had been anointed king of Israel (see
1 Samuel 10:1; 16:13; 2 Samuel 5:3). David was the greatest of Israel’s
kings and clearly held a significant place of honor for biblical au-
thors, with his name appearing more than any other name in the
Bible (1,085 times).>* Despite his later personal failings, David re-
mained faithful to the Lord and received a covenant and promise
from the Lord that he would always have a descendant to reign in the
house of Israel, with God promising to be his father (see 2 Samuel
7:12—16). Because David, his successors, the high priests, and some
prophets were all anointed, each could be referred to by the title
“messiah” (Hebrew, masiah; Greek, christos), which means literally
“anointed one.” David’s ruling line lapsed following the destruction
of Jerusalem and the exile of Zedekiah in 586 BC, but royal psalms
and prophecies held out the hope for a restoration of both the king-
dom and the Davidic throne. As a result, in the intertestamental

period prophecies and hopes for a restored Davidic kingdom led to
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the expectation of a future anointed king who would be a particular
messiah or even “the Messiah.”*s

Matthew presents Jesus as this Davidic Messiah more clearly
than any of the other Gospels. For instance, he uses the title “son
of David” for Jesus nine times (see Matthew 1:1; 9:27; 12:23; 15:22;
20:30—31; 2129, 15; 22:42). In contrast, the title “son of David” appears
only three times each in Mark and Luke and is absent in John, the
idea appearing only once in that Gospel as “the seed of David.”*
Because royal succession was patrilineal, Matthew’s infancy narra-
tive focused on Joseph, unlike Luke’s, which was largely told from
the perspective of Mary. Jesus’s genealogy is that of Joseph, his fos-
ter father (see Matthew 1:16), and in the annunciation to Joseph,
the angel specifically identifies the carpenter as “Joseph, thou son of
David” (1:20). In order to legally claim Jesus as his own son, thereby
making Jesus an heir to the Davidic throne, Joseph accepts Mary’s
baby when he is born, giving him a name (1:25) and thereby adopt-
ing him into the Davidic line.”” Matthew’s Davidic focus can also be
seen in how he organized his genealogy of Jesus into three sets of
fourteen generations in a manner that emphasizes Jesus's descent
through David’s line (from Abraham down to David, from David to
the Babylonian captivity, and from the exile down to Christ; 1:2—17).
While the number fourteen has little meaning to an English or
Greek reader in a genealogical context, in Hebrew, the name David
was associated with the number fourteen because of an alpha-
numeric Hebrew code known as gematria. The numerical values of
the Hebrew consonants dalet-vav-dalet add up to fourteen.”® It is
possible that Matthew purposely organized the pedigree in such a
way that he could create a 14-14-14 pattern that repeated Jesus’s con-
nection to King David three times.»

Another possible link between Jesus and David occurred at
the triumphal entry. Shortly before David’s death, he directed his
servants to have his son Solomon “ride upon [his] own mule, and
bring him down to Gihon: And let Zadok the priest and Nathan
the prophet anoint him there king over Israel” (1 Kings 1:33-34).
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Jesus, as “the son of David,” also rode on a mule in the Kidron Valley,
past the Gihon Spring, before triumphantly entering into Jerusalem
(Matthew 21:1-11). The significance of these various elements all
coming together seemed to have a powerful effect on the gathering
crowd. As Jesus rode, the multitudes shouted a significant refrain
from Psalm 118:256—26: “Hosanna to the Son of David: Blessed is
he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest”
(Matthew 21:9; emphasis added). The crowds that day seemed to be
caught up in the belief that Jesus was the long-awaited Son of David
who had finally come to restore the Davidic throne, which led either
them or Matthew to insert the title “Son of David,” something that
the other three Gospels do not note.

The connection with Psalm 118 is significant. Psalm 118 forms
part of the Jewish Hallel (comprising Psalms 113-18 and 136). The
Hallel was recited each year on special occasions, including Passover.
This particular psalm was a triumphant passage anticipating the
long-awaited coming of the Messiah. Jesus validated this particular
interpretation when referring to his own second coming in Matthew
23:39: “Ye shall not see me henceforth, till ye shall say, Blessed is he
that cometh in the name of the Lord.” Ironically, these triumphant
Hallel verses shouted by the crowd (Psalm 118:25—26) are bracketed
by allusions to rejection in verse 22, “The stone which the builders
refused is become the head stone of the corner,” and verse 27, “God is
the Lord, which hath shewed us light: bind the sacrifice with cords,
even unto the horns of the altar.” Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem thus
ironically sets the stage for him, as David’s heir, to be rejected by the
leaders of the people and then be slain as a lamb. By shifting from a
royal Christology to a more atonement or redemption Christology,
Matthew was thus able to prepare his readers for something that
many at the time of Jesus did not expect: their king was in fact a sac-
rifice that would open the door for the future day when Jesus would
once again return like a lion for a second triumphal entry to begin his
eternal reign as King of kings.
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A New Moses

Moses prophesied of a future great prophet when he wrote, “The Lorp
thy God will raise up unto thee a prophet from the midst of thee, of
thy brethren, like unto me; unto him ye shall hearken” (Deuteronomy
18:15)° A few verses later, Moses informs us that God would “put
(his] words in [this prophet’s] mouth; and he shall speak unto them all
that [(God] shall command him” (18:18)* Matthew signals that he saw
Jesus as this promised prophet in his infancy narrative by pointing out
similarities in the birth stories of these two deliverers. Then, having
established this motif, he presents Jesus as a New Moses throughout
much of the rest of his Gospel, using this typology to illustrate im-
portant aspects of the Messiah’s work by showing how Jesus was the
great lawgiver, provider, and deliverer of the New Testament.

Both Jesus and Moses had unusual infancies and childhoods.
Both were born into poor families who were part of a conquered
people. Both were spared from infanticide while most around them
were not. Both were raised by a stepfather. In an inverse connection,
Moses was born as a slave and became a prince in the royal house
of the king; Jesus was “born King of the Jews” (Matthew 2:2) but
became the ultimate servant and, as a child, was visited by the kingly
magi in his humble house. Neither Jesus nor Moses seemed to have
a permanent, settled home in their own land. Hosea wrote, “When
Israel was a child, then I loved him, and called my son out of Egypt”
(Hosea 11:1). This statement could be interpreted by seeing Israel col-
lectively as the son that was called out of Egypt, and thus a statement
that spoke to Israel’s past experiences. Moses could also be seen as
this saving son, or this verse could refer to Israel as a whole. Matthew
chooses to interpret the Hosea passage typologically, seeing Hosea’s
statement as being consummated in the story of Joseph'’s taking Jesus
and Mary to (and later from) Egypt (see Matthew 2:13-15).2

There are also symbolic connections with Moses’s miraculous
crossing of the Red Sea on dry ground, which Jesus echoes by cross-

ing the Sea of Galilee, not by dividing it but by walking on it (Exodus



MATTHEW'S PORTRAYAL OF JESUS 77

14:13—31; Matthew 14:24—33). After leading the children of Israel out
of Egypt, Moses fasted for forty days while on Mount Sinai (Exodus
34:28); Jesus also fasted for forty days in the wilderness (see Matthew
4:1—2). Divine interactions on mountaintops, under cover of thick
clouds, resulted in transfiguration and shining faces for both (Exodus
19:9; 24:16; 34:29; Matthew 17:1-12). Heavenly bread and miraculous
loaves were provided in abundance for both Moses’s and Jesus'’s fol-
lowers (see Exodus 16:16; Matthew 14:19—21; 15:32—39). Both were
repeatedly questioned on points of the law and their authority for
carrying out their missions (see Numbers 12:1—2; 16:1—3; Matthew
22-23). Likewise, Moses and Jesus both instituted a richly symbolic
meal for their people to perpetually remember their deliverance from
captivity and bondage (see Exodus 12; Matthew 26:26—30). Latter-
day Saint readers may find further similarities between Moses and
Jesus in two sets of incidents related in the Pearl of Great Price and
Joseph Smith’s New Translation. In the first set, both went into a
place apart to spend time with God in preparation for their appointed
missions (see Moses 1:1-11 and Joseph Smith—Matthew 4:1). In
the other, immediately following their experiences with God, both
were directly and personally confronted by Satan (see Moses 1:12—22
and Matthew 4:2—11). Jesus overcame all three temptations he faced,
showing his power over the devil. Moses, the great prophet, tried
three times to cast out Satan but failed until he called upon the name
of the Only Begotten in his fourth attempt that finally succeeded.
The very organization of Matthew’s Gospel might reflect the
motif of Jesus as the New Moses. Between the infancy narrative,
which introduces who Jesus is as the Son of God and of David, and the
passion and resurrection narratives at the end, which illustrate what
he came to do, the body of the Gospel can be divided into five sections.
Many scholars have noted that each of these sections concludes with
a major discourse, each of which ends with phrases such as, “When
Jesus had ended these sayings” (see Matthew 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1;
26:1): the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5—7); the Mission Sermon
(chapter 10); the Sermon in Parables (chapter 13); the Sermon on the
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Church (chapter 18); and his End of Times and Judgment Discourse
(eschatological, or “last days,” prophecies in chapters 24—25). Many
see this organization as an intentional allusion to the five books of
Moses and yet another attempt to directly appeal to a Jewish audi-
ence, the fivefold division of Matthew being analogous to the five
books traditionally attributed to Moses. If Moses delivered the law
in five books, Jesus, the New Moses, delivered his teachings in five
sections, each culminating in a major sermon.*

Arguably the most important and direct tie between Jesus and
Moses is the fact that both delivered life-altering commandments
to their people. Matthew, unlike the other Gospel writers, was care-
ful to point out that Jesus delivered his sermon, much like Moses,
from a mountain (see Exodus 20; Matthew 5—7). Few things are more
“Matthean” than this sermon with its beatitudes and requirements
that stretch disciples beyond the outward elements of the law of
Moses and give them the pattern for Christian behavior. By fulfill-
ing every jot and tittle of the law of Moses (Matthew 5:18), a point
that would have been especially important to Matthew’s audience,
he embodied every principle of the higher law he taught in all his

sermons.

Jesus as the Son of God

Although Matthew’s infancy narrative presents Jesus’s conception as
divine, it does not explicitly call Jesus the Son of God. Nevertheless,
various witnesses, both otherworldly and human, attest that Jesus
was in fact God'’s Son. Ironically, Satan along with his followers
also declared Jesus’s true identity. The devil opened his first two di-
rect temptations by attacking that identity: “If thou be the Son of
God . ..” (Matthew 4:3, 6). The demoniacs of Gergesenes cried out,
“What have we to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of God?” (8:29). Only
in Matthew’s account do we see Jesus’s disciples so dramatically af-
fected by his walking on the water that they “worshipped him, saying,
Of a truth thou art the Son of God” (14:33). Additionally, when the
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centurion at Golgotha “and they that were with him, watching Jesus,
saw the earthquake, and those things that were done, they feared
greatly, saying, Truly this was the Son of God” (27:54; compare Mark
15:39).%* The question of Jesus'’s relation to God became the defining
feature of his trial before the leaders of the Jews. “And the high priest
answered and said unto him, I adjure thee by the living God, that thou
tell us whether thou be the Christ, the Son of God” (Matthew 26:63).
Jesus’s response was confirming enough that the high priest rent his
clothes in rage, condemning Jesus for blasphemy (see 26:64—66).

The most striking, and powerful, human testimony of Jesus’s
divine sonship comes with Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi in
Matthew 16:15-19. Mark’s version of this story records Peter saying,
“Thou art the Christ” (Mark 8:29), and in Luke 9:20, Peter responded
to the question of identity by saying, “the Christ of God.” In
Matthew’s Gospel, however, Peter said, “Thou art the Christ, the Son
of the living God” (Matthew 16:16; emphasis added). The Matthean
Peter does not just know that Jesus is the chosen, anointed servant of
God but also that he is actually God’s own Son. Mark and Luke both
finished this part of the dialogue with Jesus charging them to tell no
man (Mark 8:30; Luke 9:21), but Matthew instead has Jesus follow
up Peter’s confession with a declaration on the nature and origins of
Peter’s testimony, with the implication that he is expected to share
it: “Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-jona: for flesh and blood hath not
revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven” (Matthew
16:17; emphasis added). The apostolic revelation to Peter that Jesus
was the Son of God is particularly meaningful to Latter-day Saints.
Not only do we have apostles who are special witnesses of Jesus Christ,
but many others of our number can receive such spiritual surety: “To
some it is given by the Holy Ghost to know that Jesus Christ is the Son
of God, and that he was crucified for the sins of the world. To others
is given to believe on their words, that they also might have eternal life
if they continue faithful” (D&C 46:13—14; emphasis added).

Perhaps most importantly, Jesus's own actions, teachings, and the

way he addressed God signaled his divine paternity. While all the
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Gospels reveal that Jesus regularly called upon God as his Father,
the title “Heavenly Father” (Greek, ho patér ho ouranios), perhaps the
most common title for God used by Latter-day Saints, is almost
unique to Matthew. It never appears in Mark or John and only shows
up once in Luke (Luke 11:13). By contrast, Matthew’s Gospel uses
the phrase five times (Matthew 6:14, 26, 32; 15:13; and 18:35). The
three instances used in chapter 6 all consist of Jesus referring to “your
heavenly Father” while the two passages in chapters 15 and 18 refer
to “my heavenly Father.” While there are dozens of other passages
where Matthew refers to God as a Father or uses variations such as
“your Father which is in heaven” (e.g,, Matthew 5:16, 45, 48), “Father,
Lord of heaven and earth” (Matthew 11:25), or simply “your Father,”
it is those passages where he refers to God as “his” Father that reflect
a special, more personal relationship (e.g., Matthew 7:21; 10:29; 11:27;
12:50; 15:13; 16:17; 18:10, 19, 35; 24:36; 25:34; 26:39, 42, 53),
Matthew, like the other two synoptic writers, included Heavenly
Father’s own witness of the divinity of Jesus Christ at his baptism
(see Matthew 3:17; Mark 1:11; and Luke 3:22) and at the Mount of
Transfiguration (see Matthew 17:5; Mark 9:7; and Luke 9:35). In the
baptism witness, Mark and Luke both record the voice as speaking

36 Matthew's version

directly to Jesus: “Thou art my beloved Son.
records the voice of the Father bearing testimony to the crowd: “This
is my beloved Son.” In our dispensation, Heavenly Father person-
ally introduced his Son in a grove we now call sacred, to a kneel-
ing and pleading farm boy who would become the great Prophet of
the Restoration. That introduction consisted of eight simple words:
“Joseph, This is My Beloved Son, Hear Him!” (Joseph Smith—
History 1:17). President Gordon B. Hinckley said, “Do you realize
the import of that declaration? Here was God the Eternal Father, the
Almighty, bearing testimony in words plainly spoken. No more
important or compelling testimony has been given of the risen
Lord than this testimony of his own Father.”*” Following President
Hinckley’s pattern, the inclusion of the baptism and transfiguration

testimonies from God himself constitute the most important and
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compelling witness of Jesus’s divinity compared to all others pre-

sented in the biblical records.

Jesus as Son of Man

In all four Gospels, one of Jesus's most common ways of referring
to himself was the title “Son of man.” This term appears eighty-five
times in the Gospels and four other times elsewhere in the New
Testament. It is a particularly important title in Matthew, appearing
thirty-two times in this Gospel as opposed to fifteen times in Mark,
twenty-six in Luke, and twelve times in John’® Latter-day Saint read-
ers have often been prepared in advance to see this title as a testimony
of Jesus’s divinity, particularly because James E. Talmage (1862-1933),
anoted LDS author and long-time member of the Twelve, connected
the expression “the Son of Man” with passages of Restoration scrip-
ture that identify God the Father as “Man of Holiness” (see Moses
6:57 and 7:35; compare D&C 78:20 and 95:17).° For us, the fact that
Jesus was the actual Son of God with divine authority to teach, act,
and eventually conquer sin and death is a given, and certain instances
of Jesus’s use of this phrase that seem to center on his authority may
be particularly good examples of this. For example, at the healing
of the man with palsy, Jesus proclaims, “But that ye may know that
the Son of man hath power on earth to forgive sins, (then saith he
to the sick of the palsy,) Arise, take up thy bed, and go unto thine
house” (Matthew 9:6). Similarly, Jesus’s teaching that he was lord of
the Sabbath day or had come to save that which was lost (Matthew
12:8; 18:11) might be further instances of this usage.

Nevertheless, without the benefit of Restoration insights, Jesus’s
listeners and perhaps even Matthew’s readers might not have been
prepared to understand Son of Man as the equivalent of Son of
God. In fact, when the equivalent of this phrase was used in the Old
Testament, it had two different possible meanings, and scholars have
struggled to understand the title’s history and New Testament usage.*°

From this perspective, the title itself is notoriously ambiguous. On
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the one hand, in the Old Testament it generally refers to someone
who is mortal (e.g,, Psalm 8:4; Isaiah s51:12; and throughout the book
of Ezekiel). On the other hand, the eschatological, or “last days,” fig-
ure described in Daniel 7:13 and 8:17 as “one like the son of man”
who would come “with the clouds of heaven” led many Jews in the
intertestamental period to expect a glorious, heavenly figure to return
at the end of the world.*” Both of these meanings seem to have been
important for Matthew.

During his ministry, some instances of this title seem to have
portrayed Jesus as having a typical, and sometimes more humble
than usual, mortal experience: for example, he is portrayed as being
homeless (Matthew 8:20) or somehow scandalizing the religious
establishment for enjoying normal human comforts such as food and
drink more than did the ascetic disciples of John the Baptist (11:19).
The frequency of Son of Man references increased as Jesus traveled
to Jerusalem for his final week when his so-called passion predictions
increasingly stressed his imminent suffering and death. An example
of this is found in Matthew 17:22—23: “And while they abode in
Galilee, Jesus said unto them, The Son of man shall be betrayed into
the hands of men: And they shall kill him, and the third day he shall
be raised again. And they were exceeding sorry” (see also Matthew
16:13, 21—-23; 20:17—19). Other allusions to Jesus's betrayal and death
(e.g., 12:40; 20:18, 28), together with these passion predictions, prepare
the readers for the conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel, which consists of
his passion and resurrection narratives (26:1-28:20). Just as Matthew’s
infancy narrative answers christological questions of who Jesus was,
Matthew’s concluding sections answer the major question of what he
came to do, and several of the remaining Son of Man references in
this section center on Jesus’s betrayal, suffering, and crucifixion (see
26:2, 24, 45).

Immediately after Jesus gave up the ghost on the cross, “the veil
of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom; and the
earth did quake, and the rocks rent” (Matthew 27:51; parallels Mark
15:38; Luke 23:45). Much has been written regarding the practical
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and symbolic significance of this veil rending. R. T. France noted
“the fact that such a tall curtain is torn from the top rather than from
below indicates that this is God’s work.” He continued, “The teat-
ing of the curtain suggests that as Jesus dies the transfer of author-
ity from the old temple-focused regime (which has been responsible
for his death) to the shortly-to-be-vindicated Son of Man is already
taking place.” Ultimately, this would mean that “access to God will
no longer be through the old, discredited cultic system but through
Jesus himself, and more specifically through his death as a ransom
for many.”* T. J. Geddert listed thirty-five possible interpretive
suggestions® for this event, including one that would have possibly
held more meaning for Matthew’s audience than those in Mark’s
or Luke’s communities. The groaning of the earth and rending of
the covering veil could be interpreted as heavenly responses from a
heartbroken Father since the Jewish people were familiar with the
practice of rending garments and deep lamenting at the suffering or
death of a loved one.

The most common uses of Son of Man in Matthew, however,
seem to be eschatological. An example of this is found in Matthew
16:27—28: “For the Son of man shall come in the glory of his Father
with his angels; and then he shall reward every man according to his
works. Verily I say unto you, There be some standing here, which
shall not taste of death, till they see the Son of man coming in his
kingdom” (see also Matthew 10:23; 13:41; 16:27, 28; 19:28; 24:27, 30,
37, 39, 44; 25:13, 31; 26:64). Occurring throughout Jesus’s ministry,
such passages function to remind readers that despite Jesus’s suf-
fering and death, he will not only rise from the grave but also one
day return in glory. As with other uses of the Son of Man title,
Matthew has more eschatological uses than the other Gospels. In
line with this, he presents a significantly longer version of Jesus's
Mount of Olives discourse, in which he prophesied of the com-
ing destruction of Jerusalem and the eventual destruction of the
wicked at the end of days. While Mark’s version consists of one
tightly written chapter (Mark 13:1-37), Matthew’s consists of two
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that include more detail and additional parables of preparation and
judgment (Matthew 24:1-25:46).

“I Am with You Alway”

By looking closely at Matthew’s presentation of Jesus in view of his
intended audience and his Gospel’s focus, we are able to better un-
derstand his unique testimony of Jesus Christ. Through his infancy
narrative, he stressed that Jesus was the actual Son of God, some-
thing that various witnesses and Jesus himself attest throughout the
Gospel. His use of the Old Testament and his connection of Jesus
to the respected figures of David and Moses helped form a founda-
tion for building faith among his Jewish followers to accept Jesus as
the Son of Man and the Son of God, sent here to save us. While
it is helpful to use a historical perspective to interpret and undet-
stand a book of scripture, we can easily get so caught up in the ancient
world that we forget to bridge the gaps of time, space, and culture
between our world and theirs. A powerful part of Matthew’s testi-
mony of Christ is not reserved for history; it is found in our story.
Matthew and other writers of scripture provide us with a set of lenses
through which we can see Jesus in a particular culture and time, in-
teracting with real people with real problems who desperately need
divine help in fulfilling their earthly missions. But we can each find
ourselves and lasting solutions in these accounts by applying these
texts to ourselves and looking for the Lord’s hand in our own lives.
Even though Matthew’s original words and primary audience are two
thousand years removed from us, when we understand his intended
meanings, overarching purposes, and literary techniques, we see that
Jesus’s promises are not bound by space or limited by time. “Where
two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the
midst of them” (Matthew 18:20) is just as true for us today as it was
for Matthew’s original audience.

One of many examples of this principle can be found in Jesus’s

judgment before Pilate. On that occasion, the leaders of the Jews had
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to decide whether they wanted Jesus or a “notable prisoner” named
Barabbas released and freely forgiven (Matthew 27:16). Barabbas
had been charged with sedition, murder, and robbery (see Luke
23:18-19).* The contrast was clear: the people were asked to choose
between an insurrectionist and a peacemaker, between one who took
life and one who gave it, between one who stole (see John 18:40) and
one who freely gave to others. The crowd demanded that Barabbas
be released and Jesus be crucified. It is easy to feel unkind feelings
toward Barabbas. He was guilty but got released while an innocent
Jesus was punished. Symbolically speaking, however, this is our story!
In a sense, we are Barabbas. We are guilty and deserve punishment,
yet we can be released because Jesus suffered in our place. When seen
in this light, Jesus is no longer defined impersonally as the son of
David, or son of Abraham, or as the New Moses. He becomes the
personable Son of God who says, “Come unto me, all ye that labour
and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

Like John, Matthew ends his Gospel by saying nothing about the
ascension. He goes one step further than John, however, by showing
that “for those of us who believe in him, keep his commandments,
and trust in his promises, he is ever with us.”* Matthew’s ending
is a fitting conclusion to his monumental witness of Jesus Christ as
Emmanuel, or God with us. “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, ...
teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded
you: and, lo I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world. Amen”
(Matthew 28:19—20; emphasis added).

TYLER J. GRIFFIN is an associate teaching professor of ancient scripture at

Brigkam Young University.
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