The Gospel Writers

This is the third of four articles that look at the writers behind the four gospels in the New Testament.


 Part 3 – The Gospel According to St Matthew

As with Luke’s Gospel, Matthew’s Gospel has the Gospel of Mark at its core.  Indeed, it has been calculated that 93% of Mark’s Gospel can be found somewhere in either Matthew or Luke’s Gospels.  The fact that Matthew based his Gospel on that of St Mark rules out early beliefs that the writer was the disciple, Matthew.  If the writer were the disciple of Jesus, why would he have to use another Gospel as the basis for his writing?  He would surely have had his own recollections upon which to draw.  In addition to Mark’s Gospel, Matthew also had available the material which is common to both him and Luke.  This comprises around 200 verses and, as mentioned earlier in Part 2, has been given the identification, ‘Q’, by scholars.  Finally, Matthew also had material available to him which is found only in his Gospel.  This includes his version of the story of Jesus’ birth, including the visit of the Magi, some sayings of Jesus and the parables of the Ten Virgins and the Talents in the Gospel in chapter 25.

As with Luke’s Gospel, Matthew’s Gospel was probably written during the last two decades of the 1st Century and even as late as during the first five years of the 2nd Century.  It is thought it may have been written in Antioch in Syria, by a member of a Christian Community of Jewish origin.  The writer appears to have been educated in the tradition of the Jewish Scribes.  By the time Matthew’s Gospel was written, Judaism had undergone great changes.  Following the Jewish uprising against the Romans and the destruction of the Temple in AD 70, religious power rested very much in the hands of the Pharisees, rather than in the Temple based religious hierarchy.  They were keen to maintain the purity of the Jewish Religion and, as a result, tensions between Jews and Jewish Christians arose, with the result that, by AD 85, Jewish Christians were excluded from worshipping in the synagogues.  These tensions come to the surface in Matthew’s Gospel in Chapters 6 and 23 where the tone is clearly anti Jewish.
Matthew’s Gospel is full of references to the Old Testament and one of his purposes is to show clearly how Jesus was the fulfilment of all of God’s promises revealed through the scriptures.  Matthew alone uses the title ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ instead of ‘Kingdom of God’ and this may have been due to his strict Jewish education which forbade the writing of the word, ‘God’.  He sets out Jesus’ ethical teaching in his wonderful portrayal of the Sermon on the Mount and his gospel is one of reconciliation and forgiveness.  While, in Luke, forgiveness is demanded seven times, in Matthew it is demanded, ‘seventy times seven’!  Matthew’s Gospel has always been the favourite in the Church’s use of the gospels and that is, perhaps, because Matthew’s prime concerns are pastoral and ecclesiastical rather than theological.

Matthew, Mark and Luke, the three gospels considered so far have been termed the ‘Synoptic Gospels’ because of their similarities.  As we shall see in the final article on, ‘The Gospel Writers’, the fourth Gospel according to John takes a very different approach to the Christian Message.

Alan Jones





