
 

 

 

UHI Thesis - pdf download summary

Matthew1:1–17 as a Summary of Israel’s Story

The Messiah, His Brothers, and the Nations

Hood, Jason Brian

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY (AWARDED BY OU/ABERDEEN)

Award date:
2010

Awarding institution:
The University of Edinburgh

Link URL to thesis in UHI Research Database

General rights and useage policy
Copyright, IP and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the UHI Research Database are retained
by the author, users must recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights. This copy
has been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no quotation from the thesis may be
published without proper acknowledgement, or without prior permission from the author. Unless otherwise
stated, this thesis is provided under the terms of a CC BY re-use license, where use of any part of this thesis
must be attributed to the author.

Users may download and print one copy of any thesis from the UHI Research Database for the not-for-profit
purpose of private study or research on the condition that:

1) The full text is not changed in any way
2) If citing, a bibliographic link is made to the metadata record on the the UHI Research Database
3) You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
4) You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the UHI Research Database
Take down policy
If you believe that any data within this document represents a breach of copyright, confidence or data protection please contact us at
RO@uhi.ac.uk providing details; we will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

https://pure.uhi.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/28dcfa80-d09d-43ca-822e-07803a7a3acd


Matthew 1:1–17 as a Summary of Israel’s Story:

The Messiah, His Brothers, and the Nations

A thesis presented for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
at

Highland Theological College UHI and the University of Aberdeen

Jason B. Hood

B. A. Rhodes College

M. A. Reformed Theological Seminary

2009



This thesis has been composed completely by the candidate,

has not been accepted in any previous application for a degree,

all work being done by the candidate,

and all quotations have been distinguished by quotation marks

and the sources of information specifically acknowledged.

Abbreviations follow the Society of Biblical Literature Handbook of Style: For Ancient

Near Eastern, Biblical, and Early Christian Studies (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1999).



Matthew 1:1–17 as a Summary of Israel’s Story:  The Messiah, His Brothers, and the Nations

Table of Contents

1 Introduction: Problem and Method  1
The Problem of the Annotations
The Plan of Research
The Method of Analysis: Composition Criticism
Conclusion and Caveat

2 Compositional Category (1): Biblical Genealogies 11
Functions of Biblical Genealogies
Matthew 1:1–17 as a Summary of Israel’s Story
Genealogical Annotations and Narrative Function
Summary and Conclusion

3 Compositional Category (2): Summaries of Israel’s Story 48
Introduction
Story Summaries as a Use of Scripture
Terminology, Characteristics and Criteria
A Compilation of SIS
Potential Objection
Implications for the Study of Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus
Conclusion

4 The King ‘and his brothers’:  Matthew 1:2, 11 100
The Exegetical Options
Judah and His Brothers in Early Jewish and Christian Tradition
‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’: Matthew 1:11
Conclusion

5 The Women in the Genealogy 135
The Problem Stated
Interpretations of the ‘Four (Five) Women’

The Four Women Are Present in the Genealogy Because They Are Sinners
The Women are Present in the Genealogy Because They Are Non-Jewish
The Women Are Present Because They Are ‘Irregular’
Additional Interpretations
Conclusion

6 Four Praiseworthy Non-Jews 178
Four Non-Jews in the Genealogy: an Overlooked Alternative
Uriah in Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus: Scholarly Proposals
The Ethnicity and Morality of Uriah
The Neglect of Uriah



Objections to the Inclusion of Uriah
Corroboration from Matthew
Conclusion

7 The Remaining Annotations in Matthew 1:1-17 206
Matthew 1:1, 6, 17
Christ the King, the Davidic Son
Abraham
Mary and Joseph and God
Numbers and Numerical Structure
Orthographic Allusions? Aram, Asaph and Amos
Conclusion and Contribution
Excursus:  The Annotations of Matthew’s Genealogy and Audience Competency

8 Beginning and Ending 245
The Whole of the Gospel in Two Passages
Tying the Ending to the Beginning
Scripture in Matthew 28:16–20 and the Conclusion of Israel’s Story
Matthew 1:1–17 and 28:16–20 in tandem
Conclusion

9 Conclusion: Summary, Contribution, and Points for Further Research 269
Summary
Contributions
Further Research

Bibliography 281



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION:  PROBLEM AND METHOD

The Problem of the Annotations

The opening episode of the twentieth season of The Simpsons features a recital of 

Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus by Bible-wielder Ned Flanders, as he and Homer 

Simpson stand stuck in dried concrete.1  The implication is clear.  This genealogy 

seems to be boring stuff, depths of tedium only fit for recollection or contemplation if 

one is stuck in concrete.  The average person can scarcely agree with Overstreet:  ‘The 

NT opens with an arresting prefatory of names.’2

Yet scholars find the passage endlessly fascinating and have paid great attention 

to Matthew’s version of the genealogy of Jesus.  But despite this attention, the 

interpretation of the genealogy in Matthew 1:1–17 is one of the most vexing areas of 

New Testament studies.  The present thesis is an attempt to answer two questions.  

First, why does Matthew append ‘and his brothers’ to Judah and Jechoniah in 1:2 and 

1:11?  Secondly, why does Matthew include the following four annotations in 1:2–6:  

‘and Zerah by Tamar’, ‘by Rahab’, ‘by Ruth’, and ‘by the [wife] of Uriah’?

These two questions, especially the latter, continue to be the subject of debate, 

and must be regarded as open questions in Matthean scholarship.  Dale Allison 

observes the opaque nature of Matthew’s allusive style, citing the women in the 

genealogy as an exemplary case of this mysterious facet of Matthean composition:  

‘Matthew has this apparent defect, that its author did not trumpet all his intentions.  

Although he made much clear, he also left much, even much of importance, unsaid.  

  

 1 

———————————

1. ‘Sex, Pies and Idiot Scrapes’, first airing in the USA on 28 September 2008.

2. R. Larry Overstreet, ‘Difficulties of New Testament Genealogies’, Grace 
Theological Journal 2 (1981), 303.



The careful reader knows this after only the first few verses, for the striking insertion of 

four women into the genealogy must mean something (1:3, 5, 6).  But what?  We are, to 

our frustration, never told.’3  We are left with ‘the secret of the women in Matthew’s 

genealogy.’4  Despite manifold scholarly attempts to unlock this Matthean secret, a con-

sensus is nowhere in sight.

The Plan of Research

In order to answer to these two questions, I will investigate three aspects of the 

genealogy, each of which turns up an under-explored or overlooked aspect of Matthew 

1:1–17.  In the first part of the research, I will investigate the literary background to the 

genealogy.  Consideration will be given to the characteristics and functions of biblical 

genealogies.  The character of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus as a summary of Israel’s 

story has often been noted, but scholars have not drawn comparisons between the 

genealogy and other such summaries.  The genealogy’s status as such a summary and 

the character and function of biblical genealogies will be shown to have likely 

implications for the interpretation of the annotations.

The second major part of the research engages the annotations of the genealogy.  

The present state of scholarly discussion on the two central questions will be 

established.  Critical analysis of the many explanations scholars have offered will reveal 

the inability of these attempts to satisfactorily explain Matthew’s annotations.  I will 

argue that two answers to the two central questions of this thesis provide a satisfying 

solution to the puzzle of the annotations and contribute to a greater overall 

understanding of how the annotations function in concert, illustrating how these 

annotations relate to the remainder of the genealogy.  Of these two solutions, one has 
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3. Dale Allison, Jr., Studies in Matthew: Interpretation Past and Present (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 118.

4. Craig Blomberg, ‘The Liberation of Illegitimacy: Women and Rulers in 
Matthew 1–2’, BTB 21 (1991), 147; see also Moisés Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang 
hören: leserorientierte Evangelienexegese am Beispiel von Matthäus 1–2 (FRLANT 
180; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1998), 248 n. 251.



been underdeveloped and almost entirely overlooked; the other constitutes an entirely 

fresh approach.  Insights from the genealogy’s compositional categories show that the 

minority interpretations satisfactorily cohere with the nature and function of biblical 

genealogies; the nature of Matthew 1:1–17 as a ‘Summary of Israel’s Story’ (SIS); and 

previous scholarly observations on the messianic and narrative aspects of the 

genealogy.

Some evidence should be adduced, however, that this interpretation is 

appropriate not only for the genealogy, but for the Gospel as a whole.  The likely 

validity of the hypothesis will be supported inasmuch as it ‘correlates and explains’ 

related ‘facts’:

Many literary critics seem to think that an hypothesis about obscure and remote 
questions of history can be refuted by a simple demand for the production of 
more evidence than in fact exists.  The demand is as easy to make as it is 
impossible to satisfy.  But the true test of an hypothesis, if it cannot be shown to 
conflict with known truths, is the number of facts that it correlates and 
explains.5

Thus, in the final part of the research, the interpretation of the genealogy will be 

brought into conversation with the whole of the genealogy and the conclusion of 

Matthew’s Gospel, in an attempt to provide additional support for the thesis.  In so 

doing the relationship between the beginning and ending of the Gospel will be clarified. 

The Method of Analysis:  Composition Criticism

In this research I will employ a version of composition criticism.  Composition 

criticism foregrounds study of the composition itself, rather than the process by which it 

was created.  Scholars who use this method attend to the final form of the text rather 

than its antecedent aspects (Mark, Q, Aramaic Matthew).  This method is employed in a 

recent dissertation on Matthew by Joel Willitts, who describes composition criticism as 

 3 

  

———————————

5. F. M. Cornford, The Origin of Attic Comedy (London: Arnold, 1914), 129, 
cited by Bruce Longenecker, Rhetoric at the Boundaries: The Art and Theology of New 
Testament Chain-Link Transitions (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2005), 25.



‘loosely’ related to redaction criticism, focusing on ‘Matthew’s unique interpretation of 

Jesus’ and treating the Gospel as a ‘literary whole’.  ‘One of the most significant 

consequences’ of using composition criticism is ‘the importance of history and extra-

textual reference’ in determining the significance of the text.  Here the method 

distinguishes itself from strictly literary approaches such as narrative criticism (in a 

commonly employed form) with its emphasis on the ‘world’ and ‘story’ of the text 

apart from interest in the relevance of extra-textual reference.6  Composition criticism 

does share the narrative critical commitment to examining a text with belief in its ‘total 

form’, the ‘apprehension of a completed artistic whole’.7

What Willitts does not note is that the method he identifies as composition 

criticism is in fact similar to the original articulation of ‘rhetorical criticism’ by noted 

form critic James Muilenburg, in his presidential address at the annual meeting of the 

Society of Biblical Literature.8  In this influential work Muilenburg argued that 

diachronic analysis shielded scholars from attending to important features of the final 

form of texts, so that their unique nature was often obscured by generic categorization 

and the dismantling of books into hermetically-sealed passages.  Muilenburg wished to 

attend to ‘the particularity of the formulation’ in any given text.  While he warned 

against an exclusive focus on Gattung, Muilenburg still retained an emphasis on the 

forms behind literature:  ‘Moreover, form and content are inextricably related.  They 

form an integral whole.  The two are one.’9   While there are potential problems with an 

over-reliance on distinct forms, Muilenburg’s emphases suggest a certain relevance for 
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6. Joel Willitts, Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King: In Search of “the Lost 
Sheep of the House of Israel” (BZNW 147; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007), 37–8.

7. Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (second ed.; London: Penguin, 
1983), 73.

8. Published as James Muilenburg, ‘Form Criticism and Beyond’, JBL 88 
(1969), 1–18; much of which is anticipated in James Muilenburg, ‘Hebrew Rhetoric: 
Repetition and Style’, in Vetus Testamentum Supplement 1 (Leiden: Brill, 1953), 97–
111.

9. James Muilenburg, ‘Form Criticism and Beyond’, 5.



the present investigation of Matthew’s Gospel.  The literary nature of Matthew’s 

Gospel as both a genealogy and a ‘summary of Israel’s story’ warrant giving attention 

to the use of these literary conventions, or compositional categories, in Matthew’s 

world.  Muilenburg also highlights the importance of the beginning and ending of a text 

or passage, as well as its unique presentation as seen via structural characteristics and 

‘the configuration of its component parts’.10  The location of the genealogy, its 

structural characteristics and its annotations constitute the literary ‘configuration’ of the 

genealogy.  These facets render Muilenburg’s agenda a particularly appropriate pathway 

into Matthew 1:1–17.

However, over time Muilenburg’s programme and nomenclature have 

encountered difficulty.  Focus on the literary attributes of texts has in many instances 

been taken up by scholars less interested in historical components of texts, form critical 

analysis, or comparative literary studies.  These scholars focus on the text as its own 

literary world.  From a categorical standpoint, the use of the label ‘rhetorical’ is now 

almost universally associated in the literature with biblical studies employing classical 

(Greek) rhetoric.11  In contemporary biblical studies many who use the label ‘rhetorical’ 

are focusing on the final form of the text and its argument, but limiting analysis to 

Greek rhetorical categories which may have value for (say) the interpretation of 

epistolary literature, but are not equally well-suited for the study of every aspect of the 

New Testament.12  Therefore, it is best to employ the term ‘composition criticism’ for 
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10. James Muilenburg, ‘Form Criticism and Beyond’, 9–10.

11. See especially George Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation Through 
Rhetorical Criticism (London: University of North Carolina Press, 1984).  This is 
particularly true in NT studies:  note the exclusive use of rhetoric in the classical sense 
in David deSilva, Introduction to the New Testament: Contexts, Methods and Ministry 
Formation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2005).  Duane Watson and Alan Hauser, 
Rhetorical Criticism of the Bible: A Comprehensive Bibliography with Notes on 
History and Method (Leiden: Brill, 1994), esp. p. 4, note the difference between the OT 
and NT approaches of rhetorical criticism, with the OT approach broader and looking 
more like Muilenburg’s vision, and the NT apparently restricted to classical rhetoric.

12. For these tensions in different approaches to ‘rhetorical’ interpretation, see 



‘the art of composition’ and leave the task of ‘the art of persuasion’ to rhetorical 

criticism.  These two ‘arts’ are described by Phyllis Trible as two spheres or 

orientations of rhetorical criticism, but they have increasingly become separate tasks, as 

the employment of classical rhetoric and New Criticism (or ‘new rhetoric’) have 

together eclipsed the original programme envisioned by Muilenburg.13  In light of the 

tensions involved in using the label ‘rhetorical’, ‘composition criticism’ is preferred.  

Similarly, the broad phrase ‘compositional category’ is employed rather than more 

common contested labels such as ‘form’ or ‘genre’. 

Methodological Implications

The use of this method carries a number of implications for the present study.

1.  Final form focus. The present research attends to the final form of the text 

of Matthew.  In agreement with a significant majority of Matthean scholars, the 

genealogy is essentially a Matthean creation, and the original text of the genealogy is 

essentially a fixed matter.  Although one finds a number of variants in the number of 

names and their orthographies, the former are surely occasioned by Matthew’s omission 

of certain generations and awkward spelling and arithmetic in tallying the number of 

generations (Matt 1:17).  These variants are not significant enough to require comment.  
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Karl Möller, ‘Rhetorical Criticism’, in Kevin Vanhoozer, ed., Dictionary for 
Theological Interpretation of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 689–
95; Patricia Tull, ‘Rhetorical Criticism and Intertextuality’, in Steven McKenzie and 
Stephen Haynes, ed., To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms 
and Their Application (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1999), 156–79.  Kennedy’s 
efforts to categorize Matthew and the genealogy in terms of classical rhetoric prove 
difficult:  ‘It is an unusual proem which makes no specific appeal to the interest and 
sympathy of the audience, but it nevertheless performs that function.’  Kennedy, New 
Testament Interpretation, 102.

13. See Phyllis Trible, Rhetorical Criticism: Context, Method and the Book of 
Jonah (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 32, 41; cited by Möller, ‘Rhetorical 
Criticism’, 689.  Clearly, classical categories do not work equally well for every NT 
passage.  The virtual absence of the classical categories in Ben Witherington III’s 
‘socio-rhetorical’ Matthew commentary contrasts sharply with his use of these 
categories with aplomb in his ‘socio-rhetorical’ commentaries on NT epistles.



A textual variant on 1:16 is interesting, but has been adequately addressed, most 

recently by John Nolland.14  Therefore the ‘first text’ of the genealogy is all but certain.

2.  Focus on unique features.   Composition criticism leads one to give notable 

aspects of the text particularly intense attention.  Crucially for the present project, 

following Muilenburg, Trible highlights the role of the ‘beginning and ending’ as the 

first step in rhetorical analysis and as an important key to interpretation.15  The 

usefulness for Matthean studies of the classical categories exordium and peroratio is 

unclear.16  But Trible’s observation that in many instances a conclusion is not an ending 

but an epilogue, a continuation, finds an interesting parallel in the text of Matthew, 

which invades the reader’s world with its open-ended conclusion.  Such a focus accords 

with the commitment of ancient authors to craft the appropriate beginnings and 

conclusions for their works (Polybius, Hist. 1.3.1–5; 1.5.1; 1.12.5; Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus, De Veterum Censura 11).  This objective is often cited as a 

characteristic of Matthew’s Gospel and is arguably a universal literary trait.  Therefore 

the present research presupposes the value of prioritizing the beginning and the end of 

Matthew as crucial vehicles likely to carry important freight for the author, and heeds 

the suggestion that authors tend to invest their beginnings and endings with mutually 

interpretive material.
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14. John Nolland, ‘A Text-Critical Discussion of Matthew 1:16’, CBQ 58 
(1996), 665–73; Bruce Metzger, ‘The Text of Matthew 1:16’, in David Aune, ed., 
Studies in New Testament and Early Christian Literature: Essays in Honor of A. P. 
Wikgren (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 16–24.

15. Trible, Rhetorical Criticism, 102.

16. Note especially Luz on the sharp distinction between Matthew’s beginning 
and those of other works, even biographies which mention the family, heritage or origin 
of their subject.  ‘[T]he Matthean preamble is to be regarded as a unique creation for 
which there are, in my opinion, no direct analogies’, not least since Matthew makes no 
mention of Jesus’ education or training, a crucial part of introductions in Greco-Roman 
biographers.  Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A Commentary (Hermeneia; James Crouch, 
trans.; Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2007), 72.



3.  Focus on related compositions. Composition criticism’s commitment to 

‘extra-textual’ data signifies an openness to drawing on wider cultural insights from 

history and relevant literature.17  In so doing it avoids one of the restrictions of strictly 

literary approaches to ancient texts.  One historical critical scholar notes that ‘[L]iterary 

criticism does offer fresh insights into biblical texts, but its method must remain 

subservient to the historical-critical approach if links with origin [sic] intent and 

historical setting are to be valued.’18  A composition critical approach is thus a useful 

middle ground between bare literary criticism and purely historical analysis, 

encouraging engagement with relevant contemporary literature and the historical and 

literary milieu, thus keeping ‘a foot firmly planted in history’.19  Attention to literary 

relationships especially signifies the need for interaction with Matthew’s great 

compositional interest, the Scriptures of Israel, and the early Jewish and Christian 

writings in his world which shared his interest in these Scriptures.  As Luz puts it, ‘For 

the comparison [sic] with Matthew the biblical and early Jewish history books are of 

primary importance.’20  Matthew could interpret Scripture in a unique fashion, but 

when interpreting very subtle material such as the genealogy, evidence that one’s 

interpretation is not entirely sui generis is welcome and, in conjunction with other 

evidence, lends welcome credibility to interpretations of allusive material.

While allowing in principle for literary uniqueness, composition criticism’s 

connections with form criticism suggest a preference for interpretation to be pursued in 

light of relevant literary category(ies).  For the present research, this approach requires 
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17. This suggests a strong relationship with redaction criticism, as noted by 
Willitts, Watson and Hauser, and Randall Tan, ‘Recent Developments in Redaction 
Criticism: From Investigation of Textual Prehistory Back to Historical-Grammatical 
Exegesis?’ JETS 44 (2001), 599–601.  Again, the emphasis here is on the product of 
composition, not its development.

18. Paul Foster, Community, Law and Mission in Matthew’s Gospel (WUNT 
2.177; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 17.  Similar comments are made by Willitts.

19. Joel Willitts, Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King, 38–9.

20. Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7, 72.



attending to literary aspects of relevant compositional categories, namely biblical 

genealogies and summaries of Israel’s story (SIS).  The need to go beyond traditional 

form critical categories is clear enough from SIS, as form critics have noticed these 

summaries but typically only analysed them in relation to other summaries which share 

their form (lament, prayer, liturgical context, sermon, etc.).  Influence and shared 

characteristics could obviously extend beyond such pure generic lines. 

4.  Composition criticism and traditional historical critical matters. 

Composition criticism implies avoiding the traditional quest for authorship, date, 

provenance and socio-historical context.  The nature of Matthew’s community and its 

relationship to Jews, Judaism(s) and Gentiles, topics of great debate in recent Matthean 

scholarship, are not addressed.21  Similarly, I will not attempt to coordinate the 

relationship between Luke and Matthew’s genealogies, nor will I investigate the 

historicity of the genealogy or its development over time.  Apart from the general 

observation that Matthew employs traditions reflected in MT and LXX of the 

genealogies in Genesis, Ruth and Chronicles, the present study does not attempt to 

establish direct literary dependence, favouring instead more general comparisons with 

texts sharing the literary categories, characters and concepts of Matthew 1:1–17.22

Conclusion and Caveat

The extensive research produced by other scholars on various facets of Matthew’s 

genealogy of Jesus will require detailed investigation.  This glut of research past and 

present has led scholars to overlook important solutions.  Thorough attention to 

previously overlooked research will yield viable interpretations considered by only a 

few interpreters or none at all, or alternatively, illustrate the failure of previous 
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21. For a recent overview of the fault lines, see D. A. Hagner, ‘Matthew: 
Christian Judaism or Jewish Christianity’, in Scot McKnight and Grant Osborne, ed., 
The Face of New Testament Studies (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 263–82.

22. Matthew’s knowledge or creativity is not limited to these texts; notably, 
Abiud is not named among Zerubbabel’s sons in 1 Chr 3:19, and we have no other 
record of Rahab’s union with Salmon.



scholarly efforts to consider vital data.  By investigating previous interpretations in 

great detail and carefully examining new evidence, the present study will perhaps 

unlock the meaning of the annotations in Matthew 1:1–17.

I say perhaps; for Matthew’s highly allusive writing style produces a variety of 

challenges (and based on the history of interpretation, a near-infinite variety of 

options!) for interpreters.  As Charles Davis notes on the nature of the genealogy, ‘We 

are not here confronted with the univocal language of propositional argument but rather 

with the evocative, equivocal language of dramatic presentation.’23  This difficulty is 

already anticipated by Chrysostom, who gives a remedy in his Homilies on Matthew:  

‘See you how much care is required of us straightaway in the first beginning?  And yet 

the beginning seems to be plainer than the rest, to many perhaps even superfluous, as 

being a mere numbering of names.’  But one must remember that Matthew’s ‘evoca-

tive, equivocal language’ may conquer the greatest ‘care’ an exegete can muster.  A 

degree of provisionality and caution is required in claiming that solutions have been 

found to these two questions on the interpretation of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. 

 10 

  

———————————

23. Charles Davis, ‘Fulfillment of Creation: A Study of Matthew’s Genealogy’, 
JAAR 41 (1973), 524.



CHAPTER 2

COMPOSITIONAL CATEGORY (1):  BIBLICAL GENEALOGIES

Functions of Biblical Genealogies

A commitment to composition criticism requires an investigation into the 

compositional categories of the passage in question.  The primary category into which 

the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew falls is, obviously, that of ‘genealogy’.  In order to 

appreciate the significance of this category for the interpretation of this passage, an 

investigation into the function of biblical genealogies is required.

For centuries the study of the biblical genealogies has been dominated by 

debates about historicity and sources:  ‘Die Kirchenschriftsteller haben sich vor allem 

darum bemüht, die Schwierigkeiten der beiden G[enelaogien] Jesu bei Matthäus u[nd] 

Lukas mit Hilfe alttestamentlicher Überlieferungen zu lösen.’1  With the advent of 

critical studies, this emphasis did not substantially change, although questions of 

historicity were more critically assessed.  More recently sociological and 

anthropological studies have come into prominence, displacing much of the earlier 

attention to questions of historicity.2  Such studies emphasize ‘social and political’ 

aspects of genealogies:  ‘These genealogies are not attempts to write history but are 

simply reflections of social conditions at the time they were composed.’3  On the whole, 

however, Wilson correctly notes the relative lack of interest in genealogies and the 
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1. Wolfgang Speyer, ‘Genealogie’, in T. Klauser, ed., Reallexikon Für Antike 
und Christentum, Vol. 9 (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1976), 1265–6.

2. Robert Wilson, ‘The Old Testament Genealogies in Recent Research’, 
JBL 94 (1975), 168–9.

3. Robert Wilson, ‘Genealogies in Recent Research’, 170.



concomitant failure to attend to them:  ‘It is therefore fair to say that during the first half 

of this century there has been little progress in the study of the OT genealogies, and in 

fact the genealogies have generally been ignored.’4  A handful of major studies have 

provided some progress since the mid-twentieth century.

Rodney Hood

Rodney Hood provides an early glimpse of the modern shift to an emphasis on the 

legitimating function of genealogies.  He attempted to analyse genealogy along the lines 

of form criticism, selectively drawing from ‘the wealth of material’ of genealogies in 

the ‘ancient world’.  Hood identifies six functions of such genealogies, correctly noting 

that such categories are modern and artificial and given to overlap.  First, genealogies 

connect individuals to a family or larger kinship group.  Secondly, organizational 

genealogies show ‘by blood’ relationships between larger groups.  Hood chooses to 

locate the historical, mythical, and narrative roles of genealogy under this rubric:  ‘As 

such, genealogy becomes a principle of organization, a vehicle for presenting myths and 

legends, a method of writing history, not to say a substitute for history.’5  The four 

remaining categories are magnification, the degree of greatness one derives from a 

family tree; characterization, the quality of character or vocation persons inherit from 

their lineage; qualification, privileges or roles; and motivation and inspiration for 

readers or for descendants in light of their pedigree.  

Hood’s study, buttressed by helpful references to biblical, Greek, and Jewish 

genealogies, provides a useful introduction to the categorization of New Testament 

genealogies.  One quote anticipates the important observations regarding genealogical 

annotations addressed later in this chapter:  ‘The presence of these comments shows 

that we have here not a bare genealogy but a brief history written in the genealogical 
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4. Robert Wilson, ‘Genealogies in Recent Research’, 171.

5. Rodney Hood, ‘Genealogies of Jesus’, in Allen Wikgren, ed., Early Christian 
Origins: FS H. R. Willoughby (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1961), 3.



manner, preparing the reader for the gospel narrative by tracing the background of the 

story.’6  Unfortunately, Hood does not follow up this insight. 

Marshall Johnson

Marshall Johnson’s seminal monograph was the first of two major critical monographs 

on the genealogies.7  Johnson builds on Hood’s work and other research and identifies 

nine purposes for genealogies in the Old Testament.8  For convenience titles for these 

functions are given as Johnson’s analysis is summarised:

(1) Societal construction.  Genealogies explained historical or 

contemporaneous relationships through common ancestry.  For example, Genesis 

shows that Lot’s descendants are related to Israel (19:36–38).  Particularly relevant here 

is the tendency to connect all of Israel’s sons (the ‘twelve tribes’) to one another.

(2) Origins.  Isolated traditions were edited into a coherent, inclusive 

genealogical system capable of accounting for ‘Israelite origins.’  The priestly toledoth 

is offered as an example; it has some relationship to the priestly narrative writ large, 

although Johnson does not speculate about the precise nature of this connection.

(3) Narrative Bridge.  Genealogies served to bridge otherwise disparate 

sections of narrative.  Notably, Johnson allows that this function could extend beyond 

individual books:  the genealogy at the end of Ruth 4 would then provide a means of 

connecting the pre-monarchical period to the advent of the superstar of the monarchical 

era (David).  Moreover, Homer and other early Greek historians could bridge the gap 
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6. Hood, ‘Genealogies of Jesus’, 10.

7. The Purpose of the Biblical Genealogies was first published in 1969; a 
second edition appeared in 1988, and was recently republished by Wipf and Stock in 
2002.

8. Marshall Johnson, The Purpose of the Biblical Genealogies: With Special 
Reference to the Setting of the Genealogies of Jesus (2nd ed.; SNTSMS 8; London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 77–82.  Genealogies can certainly exhibit more 
than one purpose, and there is some overlap among these categories, as noted by Roddy 
Braun, 1 Chronicles (WBC 14; Waco: Word, 1986), 3–5, who cites the similarities in 
two and nine.  Something of a narrative function can be found in 2, 3, 4, 8 and 9.



between mythical ages and their own era with genealogies.  Johnson finds some 

relationship between the functions of ‘narrative bridge’ and ‘origins’.9

(4) Chronology and Periodization.  Genealogies offered a vehicle for 

chronological organization or for periodization of history:  genealogies in Genesis 

represent the former; the high priest lists in 1 Chronicles 6:1–15 (twelve from Exodus 

to Temple, twelve after Temple to exile) the latter.

(5) Military preparedness.  Military census material suggests that hierarchy 

in tribal subdivisions and their military implications were hereditary and could be 

reflected by genealogies, as suggested by some tribal genealogies in 1 Chronicles.

(6) Legitimation.  Family connections legitimized ownership of offices or 

property, or served simply to link someone to a great family or individual of the past.  

Most relevant here are the priestly genealogies of Ezra-Nehemiah, which excluded 

those who could not prove their priestly identity.  Johnson correctly notes, however, 

that commentators may frequently grant ‘the legitimacy principle’ too much 

importance.10

(7) Racial Homogeneity.  Genealogies could also promote racial 

homogeneity.  Johnson thinks this is generally limited to Ezra-Nehemiah genealogies, 

or to priestly genealogies more broadly.11

(8) Continuity.  The Chronicler’s material in particular provides a means of 

asserting the continuity of God’s people through time, particularly in periods of national 

disruption.  Genesis 46 and Numbers 26, for instance, provide links to the pre-Egyptian 

patriarchal-era Israel.
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9. Although the present research is unable to follow this insight, this function of 
genealogies suggests that Matt 1:1–17 is particularly significant from a canonical 
perspective.

10. Marshall Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 79.

11. Marshall Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 81–2. 



(9) Narrative.  ‘The major events of pre-Israelitic tradition—flood, call of 

Abraham, exodus—are used at once to divide history into epochs and also to 

demonstrate the outworking of the divine plan for history.’  Within this scheme, 

typified by priestly literature, genealogies could exhibit ‘a sense of movement within 

history toward a divine goal.’12 

Johnson’s emphasis on the ‘narrative’ aspects of genealogies, either inherently 

or in conjunction with its literary context, stands out in 2, 3, 4, 8 and 9, and in 

comments:  ‘[T]he genealogical form could be used as an alternative to narrative or 

poetic forms of expression, that is, as one of several methods of writing history and of 

expressing the theological and national concerns of a people.’  ‘[A] genealogy is, by its 

very nature, entwined in history and the order of history’.13  ‘The genealogical form can 

be said to have become one of the available forms for writing–and rewriting–history, 

and thus for expressing the nationalistic and religious hopes and beliefs of the 

people.’14  According to Wilson, Johnson’s major advances include the identification of 

diverse functions and the examination of literary structure as opposed to the quest for 

origins.15  But it will be shown that these emphases are not always appreciated by 

scholars.  The emphasis on narrative or story (history) has been eclipsed in light of 

other aspects of genealogical function.

Johnson’s observations are limited in nature and focused largely on the Old 

Testament.  He does not engage the possible narrative function of genealogies in 

Matthew and Luke, save to note that Matthew 1:17 shows that the genealogy ‘structures 
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12. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 80.

13. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 81, 82, emphasis added.  See also his 
Making Sense of the Bible: Literary Type as an Approach to Understanding (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 34.

14. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 85, emphasis added.

15. Wilson, ‘Genealogies in Recent Research’, 172.



history’.16  Johnson interprets the annotations in light of rabbinic speculation about the 

Davidic lineage, much of which surely comes well after the writing of Matthew and 

Luke17, all of which is generically distinct from the genealogy in Matthew 1.  He links 

Matthew 1–2 with midrash and the ‘narrowing of genealogical interest in later Judaism’ 

(the title of his fourth chapter), and explicitly distinguishes his approach both from the 

common ‘historical’ concern for genealogy on the part of scholars and modern readers, 

and from mythological or historical use of genealogy by Polybius, Dionysius (who 

wrote of ‘genealogies’ of Italian cities) and other Greco-Roman authors.18  Johnson 

finds that religious concern and investigations of ‘the letter of authoritative Scripture’ 

(for the sake of legitimation) distinguishes ‘Jewish and Christian midrashic discussion 

of genealogies’ from the more political, historical, and story-oriented genealogies in 

contemporary Greek and Roman culture.19

Johnson thus errs, on two counts.  First, leaving aside the disputed question of 

whether midrash is an adequate genre for the Gospels and gospel passages, what we 

have in Matthew and Luke is not ‘discussion’, but written genealogies drawing on 

Israel’s Scriptures, whose genealogies are heavily invested in narrative (as he notes).  

These Scripture-infused genealogies are then integrated into larger works which do not 

manifest an interest in later discussions and debates.20  In other words, the descriptions 
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16. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 254.

17. It is perhaps fair to categorize his study as ‘pre-Sanders’ in its approach to 
rabbinic literature.

18. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 112–5; he speaks of a ‘wide difference’ 
between the two worlds, a common commitment to ancestry notwithstanding.  On 
midrash, he cites Renée Bloch, ‘“Juda Engendra Pharès et Zara, de Thamar” (Matt. 
1,3)’, in Mélanges Bibliques Rédigés en l’Honneur de André Robert (Paris: Bloud & 
Gay, 1957), 381–9 and M. M. Bourke, ‘The Literary Genius of Matthew 1–2’, CBQ 22 
(1960), 160–75.

19.  Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 112, emphasis added.

20. On the focus of Matt 1–2, see Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 322–
4.



of genealogical requirements in rabbinic discussions and in Josephus (he relies heavily 

on Contra Ap. 1:7) are quite different from the genealogies themselves.21  Secondly, 

Johnson’s intense concern for legitimation in genealogies and genealogical speculation 

in rabbinic and early Jewish literature leads him to overlook the more narrative aspects 

of genealogizing in early Jewish genealogies as a possible background for the 

interpretation of Matthew. 

Robert Wilson

Robert Wilson offers the second major study of biblical genealogy in modern 

scholarship.22  He limits analysis in his book on biblical genealogy to two genealogies 

in Genesis.23  Over time Wilson has proven particularly influential in establishing 

terminology.  A genealogy is a ‘written or oral expression of the descent of a person or 

person from an ancestor or ancestors.’24  Genealogies which ‘climb’ back to an ancestor 

(Luke 3:23–38, Matt 1:1) are ascending.  Descending genealogies flow from an 

ancestor to the subject(s) in question (Matt 1:2–17).  Although Wilson does not connect 

form and function for the latter two categories, they probably serve to underscore 

literary or narrative connection of genealogical entries with their surroundings.  Thus, 

Matthew highlights Jesus as the culmination of Israel’s history, while Luke highlights 

Jesus as son of God.  The descending genealogies in Genesis 4 and 5 show the forward 
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21. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 99–100.

22. On the primacy of Johnson and Wilson, see Yigal Levin, ‘Understanding 
Biblical Genealogies’, CRBS 9 (2001), 11–46; Marshall Price, ‘The Literary Function 
and Theology of Biblical Genealogy’, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation (University of 
Wales, Lampeter, 2001), 2–4.

23. Even Wilson’s ABD article surprisingly avoids New Testament genealogies; 
‘Genealogy, Genealogies’, in ABD, Vol. 2 (1992), 929–32.

24. Robert Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1977), 9.  For what follows, see his ‘Between “Azel” and 
“Azel”: Interpreting the Biblical Genealogies’, Biblical Archaeologist 42 (1979), 11–
22; Wilson, ‘Genealogies in Recent Research’.



movement of humanity’s progress or regress.  Genealogies may exhibit breadth (for 

instance, listing the sons of Abraham) or depth (‘Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah’).

If a genealogy only exhibits depth, it is a linear genealogy.  With the exception 

of Tamar’s twins, two mentions of ‘his brothers’ (1:2, 11), and the exile to Babylon, 

Jesus’ genealogy in Matthew is largely linear; Luke’s genealogy of Jesus is purely 

linear.  Breadth alone probably should be classified generically as a ‘list’.25  When 

breadth intermingles more fully with linear genealogies, the result is a mixed 

genealogical format.26  Genealogies exhibiting depth and breadth in close connection 

(Gen 10) are segmented.  Wilson also emphasizes the flexibility of biblical genealogies, 

depending on an author’s intentions, such that form and content follow function.27

These terms and emphases replace other language, never widely employed, such 

as that of Noth, who identified ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ genealogies as the major 

means of classifying biblical genealogies.  Primary genealogies are ‘basic’ genealogies 

in their barest form, capable of being transmitted orally, while secondary genealogies 

are those which never existed apart from their present narrative location.28  This 

delineation reflects Noth’s interest in searching ‘behind’ the text for sources and 

development, whereas Wilson’s terminology represents in principle a move away from 
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25. On genealogy as a subcategory of the genre ‘list’, a genre which frequently 
‘approaches historical narration’, see Burke Long, 1 Kings: With an Introduction to 
Historical Literature (FOTL 9; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 4.  Long ties 
genealogy and list to the larger category of history-telling, on which see below.

26. Braun, 1 Chronicles, 2–3; Gary Knoppers, 1 Chronicles 1–9: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 12; New York: Doubleday, 2006), 
250.

27. This phenomenon is widely observed in studies of biblical genealogies; W. 
Aufrecht, ‘Genealogy and History in Ancient Israel’, in L. Eslinger and G. Taylor, ed., 
Ascribe to the Lord: Biblical and Other Studies in Memory of Peter Craigie (Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1988), 205–35; Veronica Gillet-Didier, ‘Généalogies Anciennes, 
Généalogies Nouvelles: Formes et Fonctions’, Foi et Vie 100 (2001), 3–12.

28. Martin Noth, A History of Pentateuchal Tradition (Bernard Anderson, 
trans.; Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1972), 214–9.



the quest for pre-history and original material towards consideration of final form, 

though this shift is not always recognizable in scholarly work.

In his review of the function of genealogies, Wilson fails to attend to the 

narrative aspects of genealogies as Johnson does, even when he claims to be 

summarising Johnson’s work.29  Joel Kennedy cites Wilson in support of a narrative 

focus in biblical genealogies.  But when Wilson discusses ‘genealogical narrative’, his 

brief analysis of this concept focuses on lineage, not plot.  One looks in vain for any 

further discussion of narrative or related concepts elsewhere in Wilson’s work.30  

Kennedy himself critiques the overemphasis on genealogy-as-legitimation in Wilson’s 

work, which apparently receives focus to the exclusion of narrative and other facets.31  

The narrative function of genealogies is limited to the observation that they might 

‘structure history’, and that they play a linking role in the narratives in which they are 

embedded.32  Even on this last point, however, David Baker notes that in Wilson’s 

work, the ‘function of genealogies in the literary structure of the text in which they 

occur is mentioned only rarely, and requires further study.’33

In addition to failing to follow Johnson’s acknowledgement of the narrative 

functions of biblical genealogies, Wilson misses two other opportunities to explore the 
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29. Compare Wilson, ‘Genealogies in Recent Research’, 171–3 with Johnson, 
Biblical Genealogies, 77–82, which passage Wilson claims to be summarising.

30. Wilson, Genealogy and History, p. 9; R. Joel Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation 
of Israel: Use of Israel’s History in Matthew 1:1–4:11’, (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation 
[Univ. of Aberdeen, 2008]), p. 57; the latter misses an opportunity to show the 
importance of his work in overturning a relative lack of attention to the narrative 
functions of genealogies.

31. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 49, 57.

32. Similarly, Levin, ‘Understanding Biblical Genealogies’, 34, limits his 
analysis of genealogies and narrative to the following statement:  ‘These genealogies 
are thus an essential part of the narratives they introduce.’

33. David Baker, ‘Diversity and Unity in the Literary Structure of Genesis’, in 
A. R. Millard and D. J. Wiseman, ed., Essays on the Patriarchal Narratives (Leicester: 
IVP, 1980), 193.



narrative function of genealogies.  First, he makes no in-depth study of terminology in 

Hebrew or Greek.  He comments briefly on terminology in his ABD entry:  because of 

its ‘associations with sequence and progression’,  ‘sometimes takes on the 

extended meaning “story” or “history”.  In this sense it can be used to introduce 

narrative passages that are not genealogical in form.’34  Secondly, Wilson also 

observes that ‘later generations’ found the genealogies useful as sources of historical 

narrative.35  One might suspect that these observations would lead to greater 

consideration of the narrative function of genealogies, but neither of these aspects led to 

such an investigation for Wilson.

Research on Biblical Genealogies Since Wilson

Scholarly literature on the genealogies after Wilson’s widely available work in JBL, 

Biblical Archaeologist, and ABD unfortunately reflects the abbreviated focus on 

function, with less attention (and sometimes none at all) paid to narrative.  Huffman’s 

dictionary entry is but one representative of this truncated consideration of genealogical 

function:  ‘Recent studies [here Wilson is in mind] indicate that only rarely do ancient 

Semitic genealogies intend to preserve strict biological ancestry; rather, genealogies can 

serve a number of purposes (even simultaneously), such as: to show identity and duty, 

to demonstrate credentials for power and property, to structure history and to indicate 

one’s character.’36  Another typical definition of biblical genealogical functions apart 

from any consideration of history, narrative or myth is offered by David Aune in light 

of the literary background (especially Greco-Roman) of the New Testament:  ‘Biblical 

genealogies may function in one of several ways: to establish identity, to legitimate the 

status of an individual or a series of officeholders, or to account for the character of a 

descendant.’  Ironically, this contrasts sharply with Aune’s own observations on Greco-
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34. Wilson, ‘Genealogy, Genealogies’, 930, emphasis added.

35. Wilson, Genealogy and History, 199–200.

36. Douglas Huffman, ‘Genealogy’, in Joel Green, Scot McKnight and I. H. 
Marshall, ed., DJG (Downers Grove: IVP, 1992), 255.



Roman genealogies, where he rightly notes the overlap among genealogy and myth and 

historiography.37  This trend has reached something of a saturation point.38

One can contrast Speyer’s rarely cited findings that genealogy originates in and 

remains closely connected to ‘ursprungsmythischen Denken,’ not only for Greeks, as is 

well-documented, but for nomads of the post-ANE world and Germanic tribes as well.  

In a similar way, biblical genealogies were inherently theological, both relying on and 

representing ‘Urgeschichte’ for Israel.  One can speak of ‘der genealogischen 

Weltdeutung’ or genealogical ‘weltverstehens’.39  This theological interest is not 

unrelated to history:  ‘Man kann so geradezu von einer Genealogisierung der 

Geschichte sprechen’.40  Preoccupation with genealogical legitimation was prevalent in 

the Roman world, especially for the Caesars.  But this legitimation did not exclude the 

Greek practice of linking to foundation myths:  ‘Griechischer Einfluß zeigt sich darin, 

daß seit hellenistischer Zeit einzelne römische Gentes den Urheber ihres Geschlechtes 
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37. David Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment (Library of 
Early Christianity 8; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987), 53.

38. The following diverse sample illustrates the trend.  Augustine Stock, The 
Method and Message of Matthew (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1994), 22, notes that 
genealogy is ‘narrative commentary’ (21), but does not relate this to the purpose of the 
genealogy; deSilva, Introduction to the New Testament, 39; Michael J. Wilkins, 
Matthew (NIVAC; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 57; Andries Van Aarde, ‘The 
Evangelium Infantium, the Abandonment of Children and the Infancy Narrative in 
Matthew 1 and 2 in Social Scientific Perspective’, SBL 1992 Seminar Papers 
(1992), 445; Ben Witherington III, ‘Birth of Jesus’, in Joel Green, Scot McKnight and I. 
H. Marshall, ed., DJG (Downers Grove: IVP, 1992), 60–74; Craig Blomberg, 
‘Liberation of Illegitimacy’; Bruce Malina, The New Testament World:  Insights from 
Cultural Anthropology (Louisville: WJK, 2001), 32; Grant Osborne, Matthew (ZECNT 
1; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009); Barbara Sivertsen, ‘New Testament Genealogies 
and Families’, BTB 35 (2005), 44:  ‘Linear genealogies, however, serve only to validate 
an individual’s claim to power, status, rank, or inheritance through descent from an 
earlier ancestor (Wilson 1992: 931),’ emphasis added. Gillet-Didier, ‘Généalogies’ 
adduces a variety of genealogical functions, but only interprets Jesus’ genealogies in 
terms of legitimation.

39. Speyer, ‘Genealogie’, 1146–7, 1149, 1201, 1209.    

40. Speyer, ‘Genealogie’, 1203.



in Troja suchten u[nd] andere ihren Stammbaum auf Heroen u[nd] Götter 

zurückführten.’41

But rather than drawing attention to the story function of genealogies, the 

interest in social scientific interpretation and rhetorical criticism of the Greco-Roman 

variety has arguably contributed to a narrow focus on the legitimating or sociological 

roles of genealogies at the expense of narrative functions of genealogy, in no small part 

thanks to emphasis on the ascription of honour.42  Jerome Neyrey emphasizes that 

‘honor’ is attributed to Jesus, based on descent from the greatest patriarchs.

By highlighting them Matthew claims for Jesus descent from the most ancient 
founders of his country, full membership in their clan, and inheritance of their 
distinguished qualities.  Through them, Matthew implies a direct connection for 
Jesus with the covenant of promise made to the patriarchs’ descendants and 
with their own virtues, such as Abraham’s faith (Gen 15) and obedience (Gen 
22).  Thus, great honor is ascribed here by Matthew per Aristotle’s rules of 
rhetoric:  it is important that the ancestors are ‘indigenous or ancient’ and that a 
people’s ‘earliest leaders were distinguished men, and from them have sprung 
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41. Speyer, ‘Genealogie’, 1186, citing the low birth of Macrinus (which harmed 
his claim to the throne), emperor in the early third century C. E., as the exception which 
proved the rule.  Genealogy as a tool for shaping and informing Roman history 
becomes particularly clear in Virgil’s Aeneid and even more so in Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus (pp. 1193–94).  A snowball effect was produced, wherein royalty sought 
their origins in the original lords of the Trjoans.  Such a lineage was so important that 
etymology began to play an important role in verifying one’s lineage (p. 1195), a 
phenomenon not unknown in Jewish literature; Richard Bauckham, ‘Tamar’s Ancestry 
and Rahab’s Marriage: Two Problems in the Matthean Genealogy’, NovT 37 
(1995), 313–29.

42. P. F. Esler, The Early Christian World (London: Routledge, 2000), 213–6:  
Jesus’ genealogy provides ‘the all-important map for proper social interaction’ raising 
his ‘status’ and ascribing ‘honor’; yet an appreciation of the role of Israel’s story in this 
‘map’ never emerges.  David Duling, ‘Ethnicity, Ethnocentrism, and the Matthean 
Ethnos’, BTB 35 (2005), 132; Ritva Williams, ‘An Illustration of Historical Inquiry: 
Histories of Jesus and Matthew 1:1–25’, in A. Blasi, J. Duhaime and P.-A. Turcotte, 
ed., Handbook of Early Christianities: Social Science Approaches (New York: Alta 
Mira, 2002), 110–2:  ‘Genealogies in the ancient world were rarely constructed 
primarily to record biological descent; rather their main purpose was to establish claims 
to social status, rank, or a particular office, such as priest or king.’  ‘This was important 
in the ancient world where a person’s social worth and identity (honor) were rooted in 
ethnic affiliation, clan/tribe, ancestors and family.’  Thus, ‘the genealogy assert[s] that 
Jesus was born into and deserved a most exalted and honorable status’.



many who were distinguished for qualities that we admire’ (Rhet. 1.1.5).43

Neyrey also emphasizes the way in which the genealogy (and the rest of the Gospel) 

follows ‘encomiastic rules’.  The locus of the genealogy’s impact on the reader of 

Matthew lies in ‘the roles and status of Jesus’ ascribed to him.44  While insightful, such 

a sociorhetorical focus on the legitimating aspects of the genealogy must not be 

divorced from the Grundgeschichte, the foundation story which explains and defines 

the ‘roles and status’ of Jesus.

Summary and Analysis

Such sociological approaches to the genealogy focused primarily or exclusively on the 

legitimation of Jesus, overlook or downplay other impulses in the genealogy such as 

narrative and ecclesiological considerations.  If isolated from (hi)story, legitimation 

does not sit comfortably with the use of Scripture in the period in question, particularly 

when one considers the alignment of Matthew’s genealogy with his sources in 

Chronicles and Genesis, where legitimation is present alongside narrative, directive or 

ecclesiological aspects.45  Some brief contemporaneous genealogies can provide 

instances of genealogies relatively restricted to the ascription of honour or legitimacy, 

but it is a mistake to limit Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus to this category.

A related problem is presented by the insistence on comparing Matthew’s 

salvation historical genealogy with the seven non-Jewish genealogies referenced by 

Davies and Allison, none of which is nearly as lengthy as Matthew 1:1–17.46  Most 

extend back only to a grandfather, as in Josephus (Vit. 3–7) and Tacitus (Agr. 4), or 
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43. Jerome H. Neyrey, Honor and Shame in the Gospel of Matthew (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox, 1998), 98.

44. Neyrey, Honor and Shame, 86–7, 92, 97–9.

45. B. M. Nolan, The Royal Son of God: The Christology of Matthew 1–2 
(Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis 23; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979), 27–8. 

46. Dale Allison, Jr. and W. D. Davies, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary 
on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew: Introduction and Matthew 1–7 (ICC; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988), 187.



reference a single ancestor on each side, as in the case of Plutarch’s treatment of 

Brutus.  Caesar’s comment in Suetonius (Caes. 6) is more properly a discussion of 

ancestry than a recitation of genealogy.  Moreover, each genealogy possesses the ever-

present explicit reference to honour and prestige.  For instance, Isocrates, Speeches and 

Letters 11:7–11, on the lineage of Busiris, reveals that the interest in portraying his 

lineage is occasioned by explicit challenges to the subject’s noble actions raised by a 

competing writer, Polycrates.47  Finally, the length of Matthew’s genealogy suggests a 

salvation-historical concern foreign to contemporaneous Greco-Roman 

(auto)biographers.

Matthew’s genealogy clearly aligns with those in the Old Testament.  He is 

similar to his primary sources (Ruth 4 and 1 Chr 1–9) in his dedication to Israel’s story, 

using his genealogical story to identify the task of its subject (Jesus is the Messiah)48, 

and in his hints at the ecclesiological implications of that task.  In the language of 

scholars analysing Pauline ‘narratives’ or ‘stories’, Matthew is laying out Israel’s story, 

the world’s story and Jesus’ story (or vocation) in a mutually interpretive dialogue.  For 

Matthew the narrative aspect of genealogy suggests a certain tension in need of 

resolution, with Israel’s story as the key by which the stories of Israel and the world 

find their cue to move towards culmination.49 
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47. Isocrates uses genealogical data for narrative purposes and quickly shows 
‘ecclesiological’ implications of Busiris’s actions (11.15–18, 21–27).

48. In these two observations, I am largely in agreement with the approach taken 
by Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 79–81.

49. It is now commonplace in Pauline studies to identify multiple stories; cf. B. 
Witherington III, N. T. Wright, R. B. Hays, N. Petersen; see now J. D. G. Dunn, 
‘Pauline Theology’, in The Face of New Testament Studies: a Survey of Recent 
Research, S. McKnight and G. Osborne, eds. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic 2004), 
326–46 (he delineates five stories); and similarly, M. F. Bird, Introducing Paul 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2008).



To be fair, the express interest of these scholarly works is more social scientific 

or socio-rhetorical in orientation.50  In some respects, however, this exposes scholars to 

the danger of failing to attend to the fact that New Testament genealogical interests 

rely especially on Old Testament conceptions rather than shorter Hellenistic 

examples.51  Moreover, this interest need not exclude broader early Jewish 

genealogical interest in legitimation, vocation, and character ascription.  One’s social 

world and social status was inextricably tied to the narrative(s) in which individuals 

understood themselves to be living.52

An emphasis on sociological arrangements and legitimation, apart from 

emphasis on narrative or story, seems to have been fostered by Wilson’s work.  In his 

older works from the 1970s and his later (1992) ABD dictionary entry, Wilson 

interprets the genealogies as useful tools for reconstructing sociological data, but as 

irrelevant for history in the modern sense.  Wilson concludes that ‘genealogies seem to 

have been created and preserved for domestic, politico-jural, and religious purposes.’53  

Wilson’s only interest in history is a narrow interest in ‘historicity’, the question of the 

historical value of biblical genealogies.  As an indication of the degree of importance he 

puts on history in the modern sense, he unfairly criticises Johnson and Malamat for not 

making contributions to the quest for ‘historicity’:  Johnson’s work makes ‘no real 

contribution toward a solution to the problem of the historiographic value of the 

biblical genealogies, the problem which has plagued scholars since Wellhausen.’54  

Levin, in the conclusion of his in-depth article, similarly finds that the genealogies 
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50. Neyrey explicitly admits he is leaving off other aspects of interpretation; 
Neyrey, Honor and Shame, 94–5.

51. Speyer, ‘Genealogie’, 1149, 1264–5.

52. In New Testament studies, see especially N. T. Wright, The New Testament 
and the People of God (Christian Origins and the Question of God 1; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1992), 38 and the whole of chapter 5.

53. Wilson, Genealogy and History, 199.

54. Wilson, ‘Genealogies in Recent Research’, 178.



provide an ‘alternative to narrative or poetic forms of expression’ (citing Johnson more 

accurately than Wilson did)55 and that ‘the genealogies of the Bible “represent a unique 

historiographical genre within the literature of the ancient Near East.”’56  But his chief 

concern is not the narrative function of genealogies as they stand at present, but the 

history behind the text:  can the genealogies themselves be used as a source for 

information on the history of ancient Israel?

The present study avoids a focus on historicity and does not challenge the focus 

on legitimation.  However, legitimation for the ancients often involved appeals to 

history or to a ‘master narrative’ or ‘master myth’ that an author or performer could 

employ so as to ‘summarise a whole world of meaning, of common ground in 

society’.57  For many of the original writers and audiences, the ‘story’ or ‘narrative’ 

component of genealogies forms the framework within which the sociological aspects 

(including legitimation) highlighted by Wilson and those following him make sense.  

Whether or not such genealogies shed light on actual historical events and relationships, 

they rely on and retell the story or mythological framework of the people in question.  

Such functions must be recognized and applied in the interpretation of ancient 

genealogies.  The either-or tendency in Wilson’s work and the failure to attend fully to 

the narrative functions of genealogies observed by Johnson, is quite common.  But the 

story function of genealogies should not be ignored by scholars interested in 

genealogical legitimation.58  Moreover, appreciation of Greco-Roman genealogies does 
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Chronicles’, in M. Oeming and O. Lipschits, ed., Judah and Judeans in the Persian 



not undercut an appreciation of the narrative function of biblical genealogies.59  ‘For 

nearly all other writers . . . by dealing with every branch of history, attract many kinds 

of people to the perusal of their works.  The genealogical side [o genealogikos tropos] 

appeals to those who are fond of a story, and the account of colonies, the foundations of 

cities, and their ties of kindred…attracts the curious and the lovers of recondite lore’ 

(Polybius, Hist., book 6.1–2).  Van Seters can even say that, for Greeks, ‘the subject 

matter of these two types, Genealogies and Itinerary, was not very distinct.’60 

Matthew 1:1–17 as a Summary of Israel’s Story

If story is an important aspect of biblical genealogies, what have scholars made of the 

‘story’ in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus?  A significant number of interpreters hold that 

Matthew is engaging in more than a simple genealogy:  Matthew 1:1–17 functions as a 

summary of Israel’s story.  As Nolland concisely states in his recent commentary:  ‘By 

evoking important aspects of Israel’s history the genealogy functions as a compressed 

retelling of Israel’s history.’61  The idea is not recent.  Already Zahn comments 

similarly, ‘[D]ie Geschichte Jesu hier im Licht der solle, so beginnt Mt die Ausführung 

seiner Absicht mit einem Grundriß der Geschichte Israels in der denkbar kürzesten 

Form eines Stammbaums, welcher an Abraham seine Wurzel, an Jesus dem Christ 
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(Atlanta: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 93.

61. John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
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seinen Wipfel hat (1, 2—17).’62  Even earlier, Augustine sought to uncover a solution 

to one of the genealogy’s peculiarities by investigating the significance of ‘forty’ (the 

number of Jesus’ male ancestors listed by Matthew) as a cipher for Israel’s history.  The 

Israel story facet of the genealogy is sometimes mentioned merely as a pointer to God’s 

providential orchestration of Israel’s history, not least by Raymond Brown, who pro-

poses a fairly unified approach to Matthew 1:1–17 as ‘genealogical history’.  He brings 

his interpretations of the women, Mary, and the numbers of Matthew’s genealogy of 

Jesus together in order to offer a ‘theological reading of Israel’s history controlled by 

God’, who ‘guides and determines the events.’63  Several analyses of Matthew’s geneal-

ogy of Jesus attempt a fuller explanation of its function as a retelling of the story of 

Israel.

N. T. Wright

N. T. Wright offers a bold proposal for reading Matthew in light of first century Jewish 

and Christian literature.  ‘Matthew starts off by hooking his own plot into the larger 

plot, the story of the people of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.’64  Wright argues that this 

‘story’ in the genealogy provides context and definition for the paradigmatic statement 

in Matthew 1:21:  ‘You are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their 

sins.’  The genealogy ‘tells the story that must be grasped if the plot of the whole gospel 

is to be understood.’  The three stress points of the genealogy imply that Matthew is 

concerned that the reader understand three facets of this foundational story.  (1) The 

genealogy requires the reader to appreciate ‘the story of Israel’ that begins with 

 28 

  

———————————

62. Theodor Zahn, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus (4th ed.; KNT 1; Leipzig: 
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Abraham, ‘though Matthew has not forgotten the world outside Israel, as we shall see.’  

(2) The accent on David indicates a focus on Jesus’ royalty; he is ‘the true David, the 

Messiah.’  (3) ‘The third focal point is unexpected:  the exile.’  Wright argues that 

Matthew ties the exile to the failure of Abraham’s people to fulfill her vocation.65

Wright does not elaborate on the implications of this storied reading for the 

genealogy’s annotations, save for the numerical structure and the three historical pivots.  

Does such a reading carry implications for the other annotations, the ‘women’ and 

‘brothers’ and ‘Davidic kingship’ in the genealogy?

Mervyn Eloff

Craig Keener briefly picks up these observations from Wright and adds that the Gentile 

mission is ‘implicit’ in Israel’s story as Matthew tells it in the genealogy.66  Wright and 

Keener are echoed in a recent article and unpublished dissertation by Mervyn Eloff, for 

whom the genealogy is both analeptic, in that it ties to a larger, previous narrative; and 

proleptic, in that it informs regarding what is to come.  Eloff stresses the importance of 

Exile and the ‘largely ignored’ third section of the genealogy by insisting that ‘it is in 

the resolution of the problem of the exile that the nature of Jesus’ Messiahship finds its 

first explication whatever other connotations it may have.’67  He then cites Wright’s 

observation connecting exile in the genealogy to forgiveness of sins, an argument 

developed at length for Matthew’s Gospel as a whole in his unpublished dissertation.68  

Eloff calls the genealogy ‘Matthew’s salvation historical summary which sets the 

backdrop for his story of Jesus (1:1–17)’, and elsewhere notes that Matthew places ‘the 
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entire story of Jesus…within the context of a bigger story—the story of God’s dealings 

with the human race via Abraham and his descendants the nation of Israel, most notably 

the royal line of Judah from whom is descended Jesus the son of David, the Messiah’.69  

While this is an important insight, Eloff’s observation does not lead to a comprehensive 

explanation of the annotations.

Richard Hays

In a recent article, Richard Hays addresses the question of Israel’s story in Matthew 

1:1–17, arguing that ‘Matthew anchors the story of Jesus in Israel’s history by opening 

his Gospel with a genealogy.’70  Hays sees three hermeneutical functions of this aspect 

of the genealogy.  (1) ‘[I]t ensures continuity between Israel’s story and the story that 

Matthew is about to narrate.’  (2) ‘Three great chapters’ in Israel’s history are 

highlighted by the three divisions, which in themselves suggest a particular version of 

Israel’s history.71  (3)  The individual characters, particularly the women and David and 

his failure, encourage the reader to ‘ponder their significance for understanding the 

shape of Israel’s story.’72  Hays notes the emphasis on the exile and the absence of 

Moses.73  He compares his view to N. T. Wright’s approach to the historical Jesus 

(Jesus and the Victory of God), but fails to note Eloff and Wright’s similar discussion 

of the role of exile for Matthew in New Testament and the People of God, where 

Wright shows the connection to Moses and Torah.

According to Hays, the attentive reader finds not merely imprecise allusions to 

Israel’s story, but a specific ‘story whose plot may be summed up in the following 
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narrative sequence: election, kingship, sin, exile, and messianic salvation.  This is 

precisely the plot sketched in the opening genealogy,’ and, according to Hays, in 

Matthew’s Scripture citations as well.  ‘[A]ll of Scripture is a great coherent story in 

which the elements of Israel’s past point towards a messianic consummation, in which 

God will at last be present with his people (cf Mt 1:21–23, 28:20).  The 

hermeneutically reconfigured Scripture remains…a Grundgeschichte that serves as the 

primary matrix for the story of Jesus.’74  If the genealogy is a Grundgeschichte, is there 

a coherent way to make sense of the contested annotations?  While Hays’s effort 

represents another important exercise in engaging the hermeneutical significance of the 

genealogy for Matthew as an interpretation of Israel’s story in light of Jesus’ status as 

Messiah, his assertion that the ‘women’ are Gentiles will be proven incorrect and 

illustrates the need for further investigation. 

Ulrich Luz

According to Ulrich Luz, Matthew uses Israel’s story to establish the significance of 

Jesus for the reader at the outset of his book.  ‘In the beginning of his Gospel, Matthew 

has condensed the long history of Israel into a genealogy that ends with the genesis of 

Jesus, the Messiah (1:18).  This short version of the history of Israel acquires a new 

function:  What had been the foundational history of Israel now becomes the prehistory 

of a new foundational story, the new “book of Genesis” of Jesus Christ (1:1).’  He 

continues: ‘Of particular interest is the first major section of the Gospel, the genealogy 

(1:2—17), because it reveals something specifically Matthean:  Matthew narrates here 

the history of Israel in the condensed form of a genealogy, which is fully 

comprehensible to its audience only when their treasury of biblical knowledge is 

opened.’75
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Luz unfortunately short-circuits this potentially fruitful line of research when he 

insists that Mark has succeeded and supplanted the Old Testament as Matthew’s 

foundation story.76  These statements lean in the direction of a replacement emphasis 

that stands at odds with Matthew’s remarkably deep reliance on the Old Testament.  It 

would be more accurate to say that Matthew has two foundation stories, that of Israel 

and that of Jesus (the latter somewhat mediated through Mark, as well as other 

sources), and in Matthew’s mind the latter is always and everywhere reliant on the 

former for its shape and significance.77  Moreover, Luz does not approach the 

genealogical annotations from the perspective of Israel’s story, and in fact counsels 

against a unified approach to interpreting the genealogy.78

Warren Carter

Warren Carter also treats the genealogy as a story of Israel.  He introduces his analysis 

of the genealogy by noting the purposes of genealogies usually cited by commentators.  

Legitimation and social prestige are the primary functions; genealogies enhance the 

prestige or forecast the character of their subject.  But Carter clarifies such functions 

when he describes this genealogy as exhibiting ‘an alternative path [to the normal 

routes to power and influence].  It establishes Jesus’ significance not by wealth, power, 

or social status but by locating him in Matthew’s version of the biblical story.  The 

genealogy retells and interprets the biblical story.’79  He interprets the main points of 

the history encoded in the genealogy as the blessing of all nations (Abraham) through 
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the reign of justice (David), and human failure in Israel.  For Carter, working from an 

ideological perspective, this ‘retelling’ eventually becomes problematic:  Matthew co-

opts the story and fails to recognize a place for those outside his community or sect.80  

Apart from the alternative means by which Matthew establishes Jesus’ status, Carter’s 

conclusions are rather tentative.  In particular he is uncertain about the specific role of 

some of the annotations; again, there is a need to attempt a correlation of these debated 

aspects of the genealogy with the story summary character of the genealogy.  Carter’s 

very brief mention of ‘other studies of retelling the biblical story’ in a footnote suggests 

the need to bring further light to this compositional aspect of the genealogy.81

Mayordomo-Marín

M. Mayordomo-Marín and Joel Kennedy, working independently, collect the only 

substantial lists of observations on the ‘narrative’ nature of the genealogy I have been 

able to locate.  However, neither of those scholars they reference provide analysis of 

any length, nor do they relate to any fuller interpretation of the genealogy’s ‘story 

summary’ nature.82  Mayordomo accumulates these insights in his analysis of the 

reader’s reception of Matthew 1–2.  He holds that a concern for communicating Israel’s 

history shapes the macrostructure and also the smaller details:  ‘Die Genealogie muß 

mit Abraham ansetzen, weil ihr an der Zusammenfassung der gesamten Geschichte 

Israels liegt.’83  

Die folgende Genealogie läßt in kurzen Momentaufnahmen die Leser/innen eine 
Fassung der mit Abraham beginnenden Geschichte Israels erleben, die sie nicht 
nur durch die Höhen des davidischen Königtums, sondern auch durch die Tiefen 
der babylonischen Gefangenschaft führt, die sie nicht nur mit der Treue 
heidnischer Frauen, sondern auch mit der Sünde herausragender Gestalten 
Israels konfrontiert. Aufregende Bilder, bewegende Geschichten, bekannte 
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Figuren, Helden und Antihelden treten für wenige Sekunden in das Blickfeld 
der Rezipierenden.84 

Crucially, Mayordomo sees a place for sociological or vocational legitimation of Jesus 

in addition to the story summary function of the genealogy.85  Mayordomo does not 

consider in detail the significance of Israel’s story in the genealogy for Matthew, as this 

is not his primary task.  Rather, similar to Raymond Brown and others who emphasize 

God’s providential work, he proposes that when readers see Israel’s story in the 

genealogy, it is intended to inspire a subjective confidence in God’s work in their own 

lives.  Mayordomo ultimately finds Matthew moving away from the history of Israel in 

relating the birth narrative.86 

Joel Kennedy

In his recent dissertation, Joel Kennedy investigates the relationship between narrative 

and genealogy in Matthew and his sources in Genesis, Ruth and Chronicles.87  He sees 

in the genealogy a ‘recapitulation’ of Israel’s history focused on Jesus and labels the 

genealogy as a ‘narratological genre’ with ‘teleological orientation’.88  Kennedy rightly 

points to the way in which the genealogy’s narrative has a teleological focus 

culminating in royal restoration.  He moves interpretation in the direction of Wright, 

Eloff (citing both at various points) and others who support a christological focus to 

Israel’s story, with greater investigation of genealogical background than scholars 

normally supply.  This investigation provides support for seeing the narrative thrust of 
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the genealogy.89  Like the other scholars cited, he puts great stress on the turning points, 

especially the beginning, ending and inner pivots (David’s kingship and exile), and 

relies less on the ‘inner’ annotations (women and brothers).90  He is less enthusiastic 

than Hays about a strong Gentile component in the narrative.  He finds one rather vague 

chief reason for the women’s inclusion:

Other probable reasons for their inclusion, noted below, are subsidiary to this 
larger explanation:  they are drawn from the two genealogical sources and they 
all serve as subjects of narrative. Their inclusion in Matthew is fundamentally 
the initial result of having been included previously in the two genealogical 
contexts that Matthew utilized, which was ultimately the result of their having 
been a productive part of Israel’s history. The women are included in the Old 
Testament precisely because they played a role in Israel’s history.91

One suspects that these conclusions, borrowed from John Nolland, lack a certain 

specificity:  what role, ‘precisely’, did they play in Israel’s history?  Kennedy suspects 

the women’s presence could be a pointer to ‘irregularity’ in the ‘messianic lineage’, and 

cites Horsley’s observation that the women were memorable because of their role in 

delivering Israel and furthering the messianic line.  Such explanations do not 

sufficiently clarify the reason for their inclusion.  Could not other women fit the 

description of being in ‘the two genealogical sources and [serving] as subjects of 
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narrative’?92

Additional Approaches to the Genealogy as Story

Kennedy, Wright, Eloff, Luz, Carter, Mayordomo and Hays are not alone in observing 

that the genealogy reflects the story of Israel.  ‘The genealogy . . . follows as much as 

possible the biblical tradition concerning the history of Israel since Abraham.  This 

history can be encoded in condensed form through the succession of generations.’93  

‘The genealogy . . . is not presented at the beginning of the gospel to satisfy historical 

curiosity, but as a theological rereading of the story of Israel in light of the Christ-event 

which fulfills that story.’94  ‘Matthew’s genealogy [de Jesús] is a theological 

interpretation of the entire history of the chosen people.’95  However, scholars making 

such observations generally fail to grant much attention to this facet of the genealogy.
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In addition to these comments in scholarly studies, the genealogy is cited as a 

summary of Israel’s story in missiological,96 christological,97 and theological or 

canonical approaches to Scripture as a whole.  Such readings rely heavily on the 

genealogy as a narrative with a plot, emphasizing the Jesus-event as the culmination of 

Israel’s history according to Matthew.  These ‘narrative’ interpretations see a plot for 

the interpretation of the Old Testament story in the genealogy.

Yet none of these studies on the genealogy as ‘Israel story’ constitute a full-

fledged explanation of the content of the genealogy and its function in the first Gospel.  

Scholars have pointed to compositional features, including the numerical structuring of 

generations or to highlighted structural markers such as Davidic kingship and exile; or 

they locate the christological genealogy in the context of the restoration anticipated at 

the culmination of Israel’s story.  But a satisfactory account of the significance of the 

genealogy’s status as an ‘Israel story’ for the disputed annotations with which this 

thesis is chiefly concerned has not yet been presented.

Genealogical Annotations and Narrative Function

John Nolland offers one important step in the accomplishment of this task, and the 

present research is in some respects a response to his work.  After five significant 

articles on Matthew’s genealogy and a major commentary on the Greek text of 

Matthew, Nolland is one of the foremost experts on Matthew’s Gospel and perhaps the 

leading scholar on Matthew 1:1–17.  One of his most important contributions to 

Matthean studies is his description of the genealogy as ‘annotated’ along the lines of 

similar texts in the Old Testament, particularly Genesis.  Such annotated family trees 

increase a genealogy’s narrative scope, for annotations ‘fit the genealogy into the wider 
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literary context’.  ‘Perhaps the most important of the common features to be noted is 

the role of the annotations in ensuring that the genealogies function as compressed 

tellings of the history that stands behind each.  This function is widely recognized, but 

the specific role of annotation in establishing this function (though perhaps self-evident 

at one level) has not come into focus.’98  Indeed, this is still the case today; there is still 

no major compositional analysis of annotation in biblical genealogy.

Several observations about this compositional feature may be made.  First, 

against some recent enthusiasm to the contrary, annotations and the remainder of bibli-

cal genealogies are fundamentally literary in nature.  Wilson confines the annotations 

(which he calls elaborations) to post-oral tradition.99  After all, biblical genealogies are 

fundamentally written compositions, and biblical genealogy is ‘a literary genre’.100  

Therefore, annotations in an annotated genealogy are not likely to be accidental accre-

tions from oral repetition.101  Rather, they are likely to be thoughtful, creative contribu-

tions to the interpretation of the genealogy in question.

Secondly, elsewhere Nolland makes observations about Matthew’s genealogy as 

story, and the role of annotations in elaborating on such a tradition.  ‘By evoking impor-

tant aspects of the story of Israel’s history the genealogy functions as a compressed 

retelling of the OT story.’  ‘In briefest compass we have in the genealogy an outline of 

salvation history which traces the line of God’s promise and the unfolding of his pur-

poses, first in the founding of Israel, then in the emergence of, and promise to, the royal 

line, and finally in the flame of hope carried beyond the collapse of the Babylonian 

exile.’102  His observations on genealogical annotation as a narrative tool fit with his 
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own observations on Matthew 1 and those of Johnson and other scholars regarding the 

narrative function of genealogies more generally.

Third, it is important to note that there are two distinct narrative functions 

annotations may fill:  they ‘function particularly to set genealogies into their wider nar-

rative context and to ensure that the genealogies function as compressed tellings of the 

history that stands behind them.’103  And again:  ‘The two most important reasons for 

violation [of linear pattern] are a concern to fit the genealogy into the wider literary 

context (mostly change of form in this case) and a desire to enhance the capacity of the 

genealogies to function as compressed retellings of the history that stands behind them 

(in some cases a history to which we have no other access—here annotation comes into 

its own).’104  Nolland places Genesis and Matthew together in the latter category.

Fourth, Nolland’s observations on genealogical annotation find support in ear-

lier scholarship in the genealogies and on comparative literature, as Rodney Hood com-

ments on the annotations in Matthew 1:  ‘The presence of these comments shows that 

we have here not a bare genealogy but a brief history written in the genealogical man-

ner, preparing the reader for the gospel narrative by tracing the background of the 

story.’105  Working from a form critical perspective, Burke Long treats genealogy as a 

subcategory of ‘list’ (which includes King Lists, an obviously related compositional 

category), with which he leads his discussion of ‘Basic Genres of Historical Literature’.  

‘Since lists establish connection between past and present, they intend genuine histori-

cal recollection and move toward historical writing.’  Long goes on to point out the way 
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Matthew’s Genealogy’, NTS 43 (1997), 529; Nolland, Matthew, 34, 70, 72–4 [34 and 
73 cited, respectively].

103. Nolland, ‘Genealogical Annotation’, 115.

104. Nolland, ‘Genealogical Annotation’, 121, emphasis added.

105. Hood, ‘Genealogies of Jesus’, 10.  Genealogical additions are called 
‘expanded or annotated genealogy’ by F. W. Bush, ‘Patriarchs’, in G. W. Bromiley, 
gen. ed., International Standard Biblical Encyclopedia, Vol. 3 (K - P) (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1986), 691; and W. Gunther Plaut, ed., The Torah: A Modern Commentary 
(New York: Union for Reformed Judaism, 2005), 18.  See also Müller, cited below. 



in which annotations in genealogies (he cites Gen 10:8–9, 11, 19, 25) amplify this ‘his-

torical’ purpose.  ‘In late postexilic times, the genealogy was so important a tool of his-

torical narration that the author of 1—2 Chronicles chose to introduce his work with a 

sort of world-historical, generation-by-generation prologue (1 Chronicles 1—9).’  

Bauckham agrees with Nolland on the category of genealogical annotation, the 

inheritance of this from Genesis (and he adds Chronicles), and the way in which the 

biblical books use genealogical annotation ‘to resume and to summarise history.’106  

Nolland seems to have provided an important impetus; before his work few scholars 

studying the genealogies attended to or even commented briefly on the Old Testament 

roots of annotated genealogies or their implications for the narrative function of biblical 

literature.107

Nolland’s phrasing, ‘annotated genealogy/genealogical annotations’, appears in 

wider genealogical studies, which buttresses the argument for using this particular 

phrase.  Genealogists and scholars in other disciplines find both legitimating and narra-

tive/historical aspects in annotated genealogies throughout history.108  Moreover, Nol-
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106. Richard Bauckham, Gospel Women: Studies of the Named Women in the 
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19, 25) amplify the ‘historical aim’ already inherent in genealogies.  ‘In late postexilic 
times, the genealogy was so important a tool of historical narration that the author of 1–
2 Chronicles chose to introduce his work with a sort of world-historical, generation-by-
generation prologue (1 Chronicles 1–9)’.  Long, 1 Kings, 4–5.

108. While I have not found any evidence that this phrase is a terminus 
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E. Lee’s Memoirs of War in the Southern Department of the United States (New York: 
University Publishing Company, 1869 reprint from Henry Lee original), 1:  the second 
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history, see the Mu‘izz al-ansab  of the Barlas tribe of Central Asia (who trace descent 
from Chinggis Khan); Beatrice Forbes Manz, The Rise and Rule of Tamerlane 
(Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1989), 156; and B. Couroyer, ‘Histoire 
d’une tribu semi-nomade de Palestine’, RB 58 (1951), 75-91, who cites an annotated 
genealogy among the Ta’amireh Bedouin, finders of the DSS, wherein crucial tribal 



land’s observation comports with the assertion made for literature and oral history more 

broadly, that brief references may evoke much larger narrative tradition.109  These 

allusive annotations, however, are in all likelihood not ‘accidental’, but part and parcel 

the interpretation of the story in the genealogy.110 

Although Nolland himself does not pit his observations against the trends in 

scholarly literature, his comments suggest the importance of calling for another major 

genealogical category in addition to that of linear and segmented.  One can make the 

case that there are three compositional categories of biblical genealogies, each with dif-

ferentiable if overlapping functions:

(1) Linear genealogies are focused on individuals, and serve to support a claim 

to ‘power, status, rank, office, or inheritance in an earlier ancestor’111 or ancestors; or 

more broadly, to endow its subject with good or bad characteristics of predecessors.  A 

good example is the genealogical data on offer in Esther, which pits Mordecai (a Ben-

jamite son of Kish; see 1 Sam 9:1–2, 1 Chr 8 and 9:34ff) against Haman (the Agagite, 

in light of Num 24:7, 1 Sam 15).  This displays the capacity of a linear genealogy to 

suggest not only positive characteristics of its subject, but negative characteristics as 

well.  King lists may provide evidence that this sort of genealogy comes first histori-

cally.  Even here, however, genealogies rely on history to invest a particular individual 

with significance for identity, vocation, or possessions.

(2) Segmented genealogies are more complicated but are primarily intended to 

express actual kinship relationships between individuals, families and peoples.  These 
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110. Contra any ‘exegesis-free’ development of the genealogy, as suggested by 
Loubser, ‘Invoking the Ancestors’, 133 n. 8.

111.  Wilson, ‘Genealogy, Genealogies’, 931.



genealogies frequently articulate complex social relationships and hierarchy, such as the 

political, cultic, geographical, or economic status of a person or persons, particularly 

relative to other siblings, relatives or people groups.  In Genesis 29:31–30:24 and 

35:16–20 Jacob’s sons are identified by birth order and by mother.  Those born earliest 

by wives (particularly favoured wives) are the highest, while those born later or born of 

maids are lower in the hierarchy.  In Israel segmented genealogies often attempt to 

account for ‘all the people’:  Jacob’s family (seventy) who go to Egypt (Gen 46), or all 

those associated with Esau (Gen 36), or all those associated with Israel and their rela-

tive importance (1 Chr 1–9).

(3) On the strength of Nolland’s observations, one can articulate a third 

genealogical category, annotated genealogies.  Annotations may wed the genealogy to 

its literary context, or may function as a way of narrating the history which the geneal-

ogy is intended to summarise and highlight.  Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus is an 

annotated linear genealogy, with the annotations generally serving as a means of nar-

rating history; note however that there are brief forays into segmentation, which must 

be accounted for.

These three divisions are descriptive and must not be taken as overly rigid 

definitions, particularly since overlap or alternation between forms is possible.  In par-

ticular, segmented and linear genealogies may be annotated.  All three types share the 

‘family resemblance’ of their genre, genealogy.112  That is, using Wilson’s oft-cited 

definition, all three types share the family trait of being ‘a written or oral expression of 

the descent of a person or persons from an ancestor or ancestors’.113  The distinctions 

are helpful in describing the various forms and their concomitant functions, and they 

are significant enough to clarify the purpose of a given genealogy.  As with other 
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113. Wilson, Genealogy and History, 9.



genres, a genealogy’s ‘form and function are related’, and an adequate appraisal of the 

relationship between form and function enables interpreters to read a genealogical text 

in appropriate ways.114  This is an especially important point in light of Muilenburg’s 

insistence on the link between the form and rhetorical intent of compositions.

From a composition critical perspective, it is crucial to note the way in which 

the addition of annotations (change of form) impacts the role a genealogy plays for 

authors and readers (change of function).  One can contrast the narrative focus sug-

gested by Johnson’s list of functions and found in Nolland’s discussion of annotations, 

with Wilson and those following him who stress only the segmented and linear category 

of genealogical forms.  In contrast to the lack of attention to story or narrative, ‘linear’ 

and ‘segmented’ genealogies are the primary indicators of form and function in 

scholarly research since Wilson.  Linear genealogies provide legitimation, while seg-

mented genealogies contribute to the understanding of one’s sociological placement in 

conjunction with others.  With respect to the study of Jesus’ genealogies, a typical focus 

on legitimation apart from history can, again, be illustrated by quoting from an excursus 

on genealogy by Rohrbaugh and Malina:

Recent studies of genealogies indicate that genealogies can serve a wide range 
of social functions: preserving tribal homogeneity or cohesion, interrelating 
diverse traditions, acknowledging marriage contracts between extended 
families, maintaining ethnic identity, and encoding key social information about 
a person.  Above all, genealogies established claims to social status (honor) or 
to a particular office (priest, king) or rank, thereby providing a map for proper 
social interaction. . . . In other words, genealogies are social maps before they 
are sources for historical information about one’s ancestors.  It is social 
function, therefore, rather than an interest in historical information that should 
govern our attempts to understand Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus . . . . 
Patrilineal genealogies carried considerable social freight and as a result became 
particularly important to the elite classes who used them to document their 
places in the community.115

In keeping with the trend noted earlier in this chapter, in this description there is again a 

failure to attend to the ‘storied’ nature of the genealogy, with its annotations as pointers 
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to narrative.  One is left with a more or less exclusive focus on genealogy for legiti-

mation, shared status, vocation, honour or inheritance with one’s ancestors.  Rohrbaugh 

and Malina exhibit this unnecessary rift between ‘history’/‘story’ and ‘social function’.

Admittedly, many scholars arguing for an appreciation of the social function of 

biblical genealogies are attempting a course correction from the dominant focus of pre-

vious scholarship on the historicity (or lack thereof) of biblical genealogies.  The quest 

to appreciate the narrative aspects of genealogy (especially annotated genealogy) should 

not be mistaken for an effort to press the genealogy for verifiable historical data.  Yet it 

is crucial to see that the authors of such annotated genealogies were committed to pres-

enting a particular version of their story, through which the reader must appraise the 

subject of the genealogy.  Nolland’s observation on the narrative function of annota-

tions helps to prevent an unnecessary dichotomy between legitimation and story.

There are two aspects of Nolland’s work which require critique.  He appears 

less enthusiastic than Wright, Eloff and Hays about finding a detailed narrative of Israel 

in the genealogy.  Such caution is certainly appropriate in light of Nolland’s extensive 

work on the annotations, which illustrates the difficulty of explaining their presence.  

Throughout his work Nolland consistently finds that the annotations, especially the 

‘women’, should not necessarily be interpreted in unified fashion.  But the present 

research will make the case that options overlooked by almost all scholars writing on 

the genealogical annotations are capable of providing satisfying explanations for the 

presence of ‘four women’ (1:3–6) and ‘his brothers’ (1:2, 1:11).

Secondly, one could make a case that the genealogies in Chronicles are more 

helpful for comparison with Matthew than Nolland’s choice of Genesis.116  Genealogi-

cal annotation is a vital catalyst for interpreting a genealogy as a story.  When a 

storyteller, author, or editor adds commentary, the form and function of the genealogy 

undergoes a shift, as Nolland notes.  Either something in the surrounding narrative is 

clarified, or a story is encoded or evoked (or both).  Correlation with surrounding narra-
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tive and actually functioning as something of a narrative are two distinct tasks, and need 

to be regarded as two different aspects of the way in which genealogy relates to or 

reflects narrative.117  Nolland thinks it likely that Matthew learned this craft from 

Genesis.  But the Genesis genealogies form links bridging sections of narrative, while 

Matthew is summarising or retelling a larger history at the beginning of the narrative.  

This retelling or summarising task is somewhat distinct from the bridging or linking 

task in Genesis.

This suggests that Matthew’s genealogy has more in common with the 

genealogies in Chronicles.  Both passages share a compositional status as a summary of 

Israel’s story.  Matthew’s genealogy, like that of Chronicles, includes women and 

Gentiles; appears at the beginning of a narrative; focuses on Israel’s story in a unified 

fashion, whereas the Genesis narratives are more diffuse; addresses the restoration of 

Israel, not least by including the tribes and Judah’s role among his brothers explicitly 

(in Chronicles) or implicitly (Matt 1:2); and features Davidic kingship as a centerpiece 

of this restoration.  In Matthew and Chronicles the annotations contribute to the devel-

opment of a unified genealogical narrative.  Mogens Müller makes brief mention of the 

genealogy in terms of ‘rewritten Bible’ and 1 Chronicles 1–9:  ‘The genealogical table 

in 1.1–17 signifies the integration of Christology in the story: as if it were part of a 

“rewritten Bible” (cf. 1. Chron 1–9) it makes Jesus the consummation of the story that 

started with Abraham, and whose other climax was David. The part of the history of 

God’s salvation of his people that was connected exclusively with Israel is thus brought 

to its culmination—as also its end.’118  Frankemölle similarly notes:

Wie in 1 Chr 1,1–9,44 die genealogischen Listen gleichsam die Vorgeschichte 
der mit 10,1 einsetzenden eigentlichen Darstellung, der Geshichte Davids, bilden, so 
hat auch im MtEv die Genealogie in 1,2–16 eben diese Funktion.  Hier wie dort geht es 
nicht um Ahnenforschung, um biologisch und historisch überprüfbare 
Familienüberlieferung, sondern um die von der Geschichte vorgeprägte Identität 
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dessen, der die Hauptperson im Werk ist.  Dem dient auch die kunstvolle Gestaltung 
der Genealogie bei Matthäus.119

Summary and Conclusion

The investigations in this chapter establish several crucial compositional aspects of the 

genealogy.  Although the scholars cited above have observed the story summary nature 

of the genealogy, a satisfactory explanation for the annotations within the framework of 

this Messiah-centred story of Israel is still lacking.  The categorization of a genealogy 

as a ‘story’ or narrative summary is by no means inappropriate for genealogies, and in 

fact finds mutual support via the oft-overlooked narrative or historical function of 

genealogies in biblical and other ancient literature.  The valuable observation of 

Nolland, that annotations in genealogies are intended to shed light on the history 

encoded in the narrative, warrants the belief that the annotations flesh out the summary 

of the story.

Given the way in which narrative functions of genealogy have recently been 

overlooked in favour of an interest in legitimacy and vocation, one must take care that 

these aspects not oppose one another.  One can expect to apprehend the story which the 

genealogy retells by observing the way in which the composition works together to 

reveal that story and its intended culmination through (1) the obvious structural markers 

noted by Wright, Eloff, Hays, Nolland and Kennedy; and (2) through the annotations as 

suggested by Nolland.  Narrative and legitimation work in tandem to shed light on the 

vocation of the subject of the genealogy and its legitimating function, Jesus.

Before addressing the annotations in light of the ‘story’ function of the 

genealogy in a quest for superior interpretative options, I investigate a second, broader 

compositional category to which Matthew’s genealogy also belongs, that of ‘summaries 

of Israel’s story’.   I am aware of no scholarly work previously identifying Matthew’s 

genealogy of Jesus as part of a wider compositional category which could be described 
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as ‘summaries of Israel’s story’.120  The implications of the genealogy’s composition as 

a ‘summary of Israel’s story’ can be brought to bear in ways not previously recognized 

by interpreters.  The following chapter will lay additional groundwork for an evaluation 

of the genealogy and its annotations by interacting with scholarship on the summaries, 

addressing methodological questions, compiling a fuller list of such summaries than 

previously available, and deriving some characteristics shared by summaries.  
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CHAPTER 3

COMPOSITIONAL CATEGORY (2):  SUMMARIES OF ISRAEL’S STORY

Introduction

In the previous chapter the first major compositional category of Matthew 1:1–17 was 

explored.  It was noted that biblical genealogies commonly carry a narrative function, 

particularly when annotations were included in the genealogy.  This function, which 

interacts with legitimating aspects of genealogical function, has been overlooked or 

under-appreciated in most studies of biblical genealogy.  The present chapter examines 

a second compositional category into which the genealogy fits, a less obvious 

relationship that has been entirely overlooked by previous scholarship.  Many scholars 

have observed that Matthew seems to be reciting, retelling, or summarising Israel’s 

story in his genealogy of Jesus.  Despite a growing interest in Matthew’s genealogy of 

Jesus as a summary of Israel’s story and the general increase in attention paid by 

biblical scholars to the importance of narrative, I have been unable to find any study 

identifying Matthew 1:1–17 with the large body of texts fitting the description of 

summaries or retellings of Israel’s story.

           The present research seeks to move beyond the current state of scholarship by 

investigating this relatively unexplored area, not least by placing Matthew’s genealogy 

of Jesus as ‘condensed history’ into a literary category with other summaries or 

‘retellings’ of Israel’s story.  The embryonic scholarly literature on summaries of 

Israel’s story (SIS) will aid in the assembling of a fuller list of such summaries than 

previously offered.  In addition to the intrinsic value of such research, the chapter will 

provide a framework which may help calibrate the interpreter’s expectations for the 

evaluation of Matthew 1:1–17 as an SIS.

Story Summaries as a Use of Scripture

In an essay on the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament, Joel Green and 

Richard Hays identify four ways in which New Testament writers reference the Old 
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Testament:  citation is first, and story summaries is second.1  Hays and Green further 

distinguish between summaries of the story of Israel such as that found in Acts 7, and 

retelling one particular story (e.g., 1 Cor 10:1–13).  Similarly, Willard Swartley 

identifies such recitals as one of seven uses of earlier Scripture, or intertextuality, in 

early Christian literature.2  Apart from these references, summaries are rarely included 

in discussions of the use of Scripture in later Jewish and Christian literature, where 

study is traditionally limited to citations or typology.  While large-scale uses of 

Scripture such as rewritten Bible and small-scale uses such as allusions or echoes are 

now increasingly attended to in the literature after much neglect, summaries remain 

overlooked.3 

Taking a cue from such observations as those found in Hays and Green and 

Swartley, the present research aims to investigate one important strand of story 

summaries as a particular use of the Old Testament relevant for the study of Matthew 
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1:1–17, ‘summaries of Israel’s story’.  The present chapter will establish the widespread 

presence of this particular use of Scripture, address its significance in early Christian 

and Jewish literature, and articulate likely implications for Matthew’s genealogy of 

Jesus.

Stauffer

Despite the general neglect of story summaries in works addressing the use of the 

Hebrew Bible by the New Testament and contemporaneous literature, consideration of 

summaries of Israel’s story as a category is neither unique nor new.  In the middle of 

the twentieth century Ethelbert Stauffer created an apparently unprecedented list, in a 

brief chapter on ‘theological summaries of history’ in his New Testament Theology and 

an appendix to the same work.4  Briefly noting the origins of such practices in liturgies 

for gods of the ancient Near East, Stauffer offers a summary discussion of the origins 

and eventual stabilization of such material in liturgical, prophetic and historical 

literature:  ‘But these attributive lists have also become a compendium of a theology of 

history . . . . Nor is the recital confined to the mighty acts of God, but the deeds of the 

great men of God in the past are recounted in the same form.  We shall call such a 

cursory recital of the events or figures of sacred history a “summary.”’5  In noting this 

trend and accumulating examples, Stauffer seeks to buttress his view of New Testament 

theology.  ‘Theology of the early church was a process of ordering.  What went on [in 

the early church] was not the making of metaphysical concepts, nor yet the construction 

of a system, but an ordering [of history] . . . . [T]he theology of history is the primary 

and canonical form’ of Christian thought and theology.6

Stauffer’s appendix contains a lengthy list (121 total) of such summaries from 

canonical and non-canonical Jewish and Christian literature and liturgy.  The appendix 

 50 

  

———————————

4. Ethelbert Stauffer, New Testament Theology (John Marsh, trans.; London: 
SCM, 1958), 239–41, 347–51.

5. Stauffer, New Testament Theology, 239.

6. Stauffer, New Testament Theology, 173–4.



lists summaries by genre or function; there are 8 very loose categories, and some 

overlap despite the looseness.  Stauffer notes the ‘more instructive examples’ by means 

of underlining.  The caveat at the head of the appendix, that these are only ‘selected 

passages’, should be duly noted, as should the relatively late date of many of the 

Christian and rabbinic examples and Stauffer’s willingness to include very brief or non-

chronological examples.  This categorical looseness suggests that tighter criteria are 

needed to provide constraints and clarification.

Stauffer’s concept of ‘theological summaries’ and his list of the same has gone 

almost entirely unnoticed by scholars, with the notable exception of Joachim Jeska.  For 

many years, scholars did very little with this particular ‘use of Scripture’.  However, 

scholars did examine specific groups of summaries and their possible relationships, 

sources, or influences.  Many of these studies were important contributions in the 

development of hypotheses in form-, source-, and canon-criticism.  Such scholarly 

insights, however, failed to prompt a fuller investigation into summaries or ‘recitals of 

history’ as a broader compositional category.  As Stauffer noted in the fifth edition 

(originally published in 1948):  ‘The problem of the summaries is a typical example of 

how research suffers when the individual scholar or exegete fails to look beyond his 

specialism or his confessional boundaries.’  Scholars, including archaeologists, 

liturgiologists, students of religion, and literary critics, have all ‘dealt with the subject 

one after another, mostly without knowledge of work already done.  NT literature up to 

the present. . . has so far shown practically no signs of any knowledge of all this 

material and research and offers no observations at all. . . or else comments quite 

insignificantly.’7 

Studies since Stauffer

Thus, when such summaries were observed by scholars, they were not identified as a 

genre-transcending literary category, but in smaller groups, based on form or (more 
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rarely) grouped in light of a particular unifying theological emphasis.  These studies are 

often marked by an interest in the pre-history or development of such passages.

Hartwig Thyen, Der Stil der Jüdisch-Hellenestischen Homilie (FRLANT 65; 
Göttingen, 1955) analysed the origin of some summary passages, including Pss 78, 
105, 106; Neh 9; Acts 7 and 13; Wis 10; and Sir 44–50.  Thyen offered the useful term 
Geshichtsüberblicken as a catch-all for such passages and sought to articulate a 
distinction between diaspora summaries concerned with behaviour and Palestinian 
Jewish passages purely interested in salvation history.  This distinction is called into 
question by, among others, Michael Cosby.8  Odil Steck, Israel und das gewaltsame 
Geschick der Propheten Untersuchungen zur Überlieferung des deuteronomistischen 
Geschichtsbildes im Alten Testament, Spätjudentum und Urchristentum (WMANT 23; 
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1967) argued that a particular view of history (‘das 
deuteronomische Geschichtsbild’; often summarised in the expression ‘sin-exile-
return/redemption’, or SER) heavily influenced many later expressions of Israel’s 
history.  He cites a number of Stauffer’s summaries.  This SER pattern arguably 
extends to Matthew, as the comments of a number of scholars in the previous chapter 
suggest.  Martin Noth (see especially in English translation The Deuteronomistic 
History, trans. J. Doull, et al [JSOTSS 15; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981]) studied 
summaries in deuteronomistic speeches and related passages in later literature, which 
suggests a need to move beyond the label ‘deuteronomistic’, inherited from Steck, to a 
wider category, as I am arguing here.  J. A. Sanders addressed an interest in the 
summarisation or recital of history in the development of the canon, in (e.g.,) ‘The 
Stabilization of the Tanak’, in A History of Biblical Interpretation, vol. 1, ed. A. J. 
Hauser and D. F. Watson (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2003); Westermann’s analysis of 
certain summaries of Israel’s history in the Psalms follows the others in constraining 
discussion to literature in the Psalms; ‘Representation of History’, in Praise and 
Lament in the Psalms, trans. K. Crim and R. Soulen (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1971) 
pp. 214–48.  The translator’s note on the sense of Vergegenwärtigung (214 n.) 
observes that ‘no single English word is a happy translation’ given the function of the 
word group in German, which includes the sense of ‘actualizing or making relevant for 
the present’; cf. Westermann’s comments on the connection of past and future (246).  
G. von Rad, ‘The Problem of the Hexateuch’, in The Problem of the Hexateuch and 
Other Essays, trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1966 [1938 
German original]), argued for movement from early credo to fuller historical recitals, 
with special emphasis on fuller forms such as Neh 9.  His student K. Baltzer, The 
Covenant Formulary in Old Testament, Jewish, and Early Christian Writings, trans. by 
David Green (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971) wrote of the influence of ‘covenant 
formulary’ and the introductory ‘antecedent history’ in written covenants and other 
literary contexts; some of these constitute historical summaries.  Recent studies have 
begun to move consideration of such texts in a broader direction.  R. G. Hall reviews 
various forms and genres related to ‘revealed history’, or history that is divinely 
inspired, in such categories as prophetic literature (including 2 Bar. 53–74 and 1 En. 
83–90) and what he terms ‘historical sermons’, including Ezek 16, 20, 23 and Jdt 5.  
All of the texts he considers have at least an introductory ‘historical résumé’, in which 
‘the more finely honed examples begin to make an intelligible point by themselves.’9  
His emphasis on the intelligibility and internal coherence of summaries or résumés is 
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8. Michael Cosby, The Rhetorical Form and Function of Hebrews 11 in Light of 
Example-Lists in Antiquity (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1988).

9. R. G. Hall, Revealed Histories: Techniques for Ancient Jewish and Christian 
Historiography (JSPSS 6; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 48; cf. 48–54.



an important observation.10  Another valuable aspect of his study is the illustration of a 
conceptual overlap between large-scale rewritings (LAB, Josephus’s Ant.) and smaller 
‘historical résumés’.  Hall’s study highlights the difficulty of identifying the genres of 
various passages (is Jdt 5 really a sermon?).

However, none of these scholars address these summaries as a unique compositional 

category as Stauffer did, although Hall comes close.  Scholars usually focus on one or a 

handful of closely related forms rather than giving any attention to summaries as a 

form-transcendent phenomenon.

             Although Stauffer has been essentially forgotten, the study of such summaries 

has begun to grow, with monographs, essays and articles shedding light on this 

compositional category.  The resurgence of interest in story, narrative and related 

concepts, and their relevance for biblical studies and related fields has contributed to a 

broad interest in this compositional category.  The latter phenomenon, commonly 

known as the ‘narrative turn’, can be traced in turn to shifts in wider scholarship and 

culture:  the turn to literature, language and narrative in fields as diverse as philosophy, 

religion, ethics and psychology.

           This shift encourages a reconsideration of previously strong divisions between 

such fields as early Judaism, Old Testament and New Testament.  In the quote above 

Stauffer lamented precisely such segregation-through-specialization in the lack of 

attention paid to summaries by scholars.  Scholarly views of early and Second Temple 

Judaism suffered similarly, according to Richard Longenecker, as restricted scholarly 

horizons diminished interest in narrative:  ‘In the legalistic framework of interpretation, 

Early Judaism was portrayed as having lost its sense of historical relatedness to God.  

As a consequence, narrative played little part in reconstructions of the Jewish theology 

of Paul’s day.’11

            The juxtaposition of story and the theology of Israel’s Scriptures in recent 

scholarship, and the phenomenon of summarising Israel’s story is echoed by one 

 53 

  

———————————

10. Hall, Revealed Histories, 54.

11. Richard Longenecker, ‘The Narrative Approach to Paul: An Early 
Retrospective’, CBR 1 (2002), 100 (and cf. 100–02).



scholar who at least noted Stauffer’s work and to some degree worked against the 

scholarly tide.  According to Gerhard von Rad:  ‘We should exclude from the start what 

is most characteristic of Israel’s theological activity if we refused to take seriously the 

sequence and the inner connexion of the world of history as Israel herself has arranged 

them for her own purposes.’  Noting the difficulty this presents for modern theology 

and modern mindsets, he concludes:  ‘[R]e-telling remains the most legitimate form of 

theological discourse on the Old Testament,’ citing the passages from Stauffer on 

summaries.12

N. T. Wright. Several scholars have begun to move closer to seeing Israel story 

summaries as a unique category.  In his methodological work on the documents and 

worldview(s) of early Judaism and Christianity, N. T. Wright employs the category of 

story to describe Second Temple Judaism’s foundational, biblical story, or ‘The Basic 

Story’.13  According to Wright, in early Jewish literature and for peoples and cultures 

more universally, story is the primary vehicle for theology, articulating worldview and 

offering a narrative within which symbols and praxis make sense.  Wright points out 

that Israel’s Scriptures (whether precisely identified as such during this time period or 

not) were commonly read as telling a single, overarching story, ‘a story in search of a 

conclusion’.  There was a widespread belief that the conclusion ‘would have to be 

appropriate; it should correspond to the rest of the story, and grow out of it in obvious 

continuity and conformity’.14  Wright argues that such emphasis on Israel’s story should 

secure it a place in any analysis or historical reconstruction of figures, events and 

literature of the period.
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12. Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Vol. 1: The Theology of Israel’s 
Historical Traditions (D. M. G. Stalker, trans.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2001), 121.

13. Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 216–8, 121–43, 145–214.

14. Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 217.



Included in this early emphasis on story is a brief mention of some passages 

identified by Stauffer as summaries, although Wright blends these fuller summaries 

with shorter summaries (Jas 5:10–11) and examples of Rewritten Bible, including LAB 

and Jubilees.15  He has been criticised for presenting ‘The Basic Story’ as a monolithic 

entity without enough emphasis on diversity.  Even in his fuller presentation of story 

and worldview in The New Testament and the People of God, ‘Wright’s approach is in 

danger of pressing for “an artificial unification into a single story that he can term ‘the 

authentic first-century Jewish worldview.’”’16  Such critiques may force an unfair gap 

between Wright’s seventh chapter, ‘The Developing Diversity’ (167–214) and the 

remainder of his work.  Wright clearly notes the diverse expressions of the story in the 

literature widely and specifically in these summaries, citing the surprising ‘conclusion’ 

in Josephus’s Antiquities as the exception that proves the rule, and noting the variation 

between Psalms 105 and 106.17  Variations in perspective, style, form, goals and 

theology or degree of ‘orthodoxy’ notwithstanding, Wright still insists that this 

literature frequently shares a drive towards a ‘restorationist’ conclusion rooted in the 

hopes reflected in Israel’s Scriptures and other early literature.18  Whether or not the 

charge that the data are streamlined is a fair characterization of Wright’s work on story 

and early Jewish and Christian literature, diversity in content and function should not 

preempt a discussion of what one can find throughout these story-summarising texts.
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15. Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 219 n. 10.  Elsewhere he 
cites the role of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus as an Israel story as mentioned in the 
previous chapter.  

16. Luke Timothy Johnson, Review of The New Testament and the People of 
God, JBL 113 (1994) 537, cited and expanded by Richard Hays, ‘Adam, Israel, Christ: 
The Question of Covenant in the Theology of Romans’, in David Hay and E. Elizabeth 
Johnson, ed., Pauline Theology, Vol. III: Romans (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), p. 79.  
Johnson is quoting Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 149.  

17. Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 216–7.

18. Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 217–9; he notes that the 
‘restoration’ element is entirely absent from Josephus.



Philp Esler. Among various points of continuity with more recent research, 

Wright’s observations are not dissimilar from those offered by Philip Esler, who brings 

social memory theory into conversation with ‘the version of Israelite history’ in 

Hebrews 11.19  The author of Hebrews encourages the study of ‘a supply of collective 

memories for that segment of the first-century Christ-movement whom he anticipated 

would hear his message.’20  Social theory encourages the study of this passage under 

the rubric of ‘story’ or narrative as the means by which memories are collected and 

ordered.

The fact that the Hebrews author has chosen a narrative form to tell, in his 
highly selective fashion, the history of Israel is testament to the widespread use 
of narrative by human groups to encapsulate the story of their origins and 
identity.  Fentress and Wickham point out that there is more to stories than just 
the recording of events.  They suggest that stories provide people with a set of 
stock explanations that underlie their predispositions to interpret reality in 
various ways that extend back into the past and forward into the future.21 

This last point helps New Testament scholars calibrate their considerations of such 

passages so as to account for the forward-aiming function of the use of the past, and the 

need to recognize that ‘Israel’s story’ was not merely a ‘past’ event, but a present and 
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19. Philip Esler, ‘Collective Memory and Hebrews 11: Outlining a New 
Investigative Framework’, in Alan Kirk and Tom Thatcher, ed., Memory, Tradition, 
and Text: Uses of the Past in Early Christianity (Semeia Studies 52; Atlanta: SBL, 
2005), 160.

20. Esler, ‘Collective Memory’, 159.

21. Esler, ‘Collective Memory’, 161, citing J. Fentress and C. Wickham, Social 
Memory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 51.  The influential social critic and Columbia 
University professor Andrew Delblanco applies similar observations on story as the 
chief element of ‘culture’ to modern America in The Real American Dream: a 
Meditation on Hope (Harvard:  Harvard University Press, 1999), especially p. 1:  
‘Human beings need to organize [our] inchoate sensations…into a story… And if such 
a sustaining narrative establishes itself over time in the minds of a substantial number 
of people, we call it culture.’  Delbanco’s work offers evidence in the shape of stories in 
American history, for instance, in the way Puritans, their heirs and more liberal 
narrativists all told their ‘story of America’.  The early Christian movement similarly 
presents its ‘story’ for its own ‘sustenance’ in the face of adversity, diversity and 
distraction.



ongoing reality with future dimensions.22  

Howard Clark Kee. In a comparative analysis of the use of Israel’s Scriptures 

in Acts, Hebrews, 1 Enoch, Wisdom and Sirach published the same year as Wright’s 

work, Kee shares the emphasis on summaries of Israel’s story.  He finds that Scripture 

is appropriated by various groups in order to establish identity, articulate 

‘requirements’, and define ‘the covenant relationship’ of God’s people.  For Kee as for 

Wright, the questions being asked (Who are God’s people?), the content being applied 

(Israel’s story), and in some instances the form of that content (summaries of Israel’s 

history, a trait shared by the passages in all five documents Kee weighs) were common 

aspects shared by all the documents in question.23  The differences among them lie in 

the answers to those central questions for each specific text, which, in a statement very 

much like Wright’s analysis above, provide windows into ‘the specifics of the world-

view of each document under analysis.’24  While Kee, like Esler, favours a sociological 

approach to such questions, the window is still opened best by examining the way in 

which Israel’s story is appropriated.  ‘[T]he five writers . . . drew upon the same basic 

biblical material—the stories of the patriarchs and the exodus, of the conquest of 

Canaan and the establishment of the monarchy—[but] each interpret the stories in ways 

they [sic] their own distinctive ends in their own specific time and cultural 

circumstances.’25  Kee does not limit his study to the summaries, nor does he explicate 
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22. For a recent interpretation of Hebrews (esp. the SIS in ch. 11) along these 
lines, see Matthew Thiessen, ‘Hebrews and the End of the Exodus’, NovT 49 
(2007), 353–69.

23. Howard Clark Kee, ‘Appropriating the History of God’s People: A Survey 
of Interpretations of the History of Israel in the Pseudepigrapha, Apocrypha and the 
New Testament’, in James Charlesworth and Craig Evans, ed., Pseudepigrapha and 
Early Biblical Interpretation (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 46.  Compare Kee’s 
questions, 46, with those offered by Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 
123 n. 6.

24. Kee, ‘Appropriating the History’, 44.

25. Kee, ‘Appropriating the History’, 63; cited affirmingly by Joachim Jeska, 
Die Geschichte Israels in der Sicht des Lukas. Apg 7,2b-53 und 13,17–25 im Kontext 



the significance of summaries as a class of texts, although his study encourages 

movement in this direction.  Kee’s study could be summarised by the following dictum:  

the message of a text dictates the way in which Israel’s story is used in that text.  ‘Thus 

it is not the choice of biblical material for interpretation and application that is 

determinative, but the life-world of assumptions and values which are operative in the 

mind of interpreters and their intended readers.’26

Mark Elliott. As part of his critique of Sanders’s depiction of first century 

Judaism as ‘covenantal nomism’, Mark Elliott evaluates a restricted group of ‘recitals’ 

or ‘historical rehearsals’, going beyond Hall in restricting a class of summaries within 

apocalyptic literature.27  He incorporates a range of literature outside of those 

understood to be summaries, including material regarded as rewritten Bible, and 

focuses on what he calls ‘apocalyptic’ texts or the ‘literature of dissent’ in the second 

temple era.  Recitals or historical rehearsals are more pervasive than Elliott’s ‘literature 

of dissent’ category allows, since important summaries (such as Josh 24) are not placed 

in this category.28   Elliott avoids defining historical rehearsals and starts with the 

observations of Baltzer, that these are not too distantly related to Israel’s covenant 
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antik-Judischer Summarien der Geschichte Israels (FRLANT 195; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 2001), 37.

26. Kee, ‘Appropriating the History’, 64.

27. Mark Adam Elliot, The Survivors of Israel: A Reconsideration of the 
Theology of Pre-Christian Judaism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 355–82.  A 
handful of ‘historical rehearsals’ are lumped in with RB (Jubilees), testamentary, and 
‘apocalyptic’ forms, much as Hall groups mixed categories under the label ‘revealed 
histories’, though Elliot holds ‘historical rehearsals’ to be a distinct subcategory.  Elliott 
adduces the following examples from his restricted sample:  1 En. 85–90 (Zoomorphic 
History) and the Apocalypse of Weeks (never formally delineated by Elliott, but he 
includes 91 and 93 in the discussion); Jubilees; Assumption of Moses; Testament of the 
Twelve Patriarchs, ‘where the historical rehearsal/recital form has been absorbed into 
another larger (testament) form’ (p. 369); 4 Ez. 3:4–27; 2 Bar. 53 and 56–74.  He rules 
out any such form at Qumran (p. 378), but does admit that similar practices are present 
in CD 1; 5.

28. Elliot, Survivors of Israel, 384.



literature.  He argues that the covenant connection suggests strong links to implied or 

explicit covenant responsibility.29  The emphasis on judgment for covenant failure 

frequently infuses summaries with criticism of Israel (or those outside the ‘remnant’) 

and the general sense that Israel has failed to execute her mission properly.  Elliott 

notes that scholarly interest in future (prophetic) aspects of such historical rehearsals 

frequently obscures the importance of the history, or back story, therein.30  Criticisms 

find their origins in Israel’s canonical literature:  ‘The function of these kinds of 

passages to define and warn and legitimize division (another clear expression of the 

soteriological dualism of these writings) is accomplished by a survey of Israel’s (not the 

entire world’s) failure to keep covenant.’  Prototypes exist in the biblical text (Pss 78, 

106), but this literary type, originating in positive reviews of ‘Yahweh’s saving acts’, 

becomes increasingly critical of Israel and ‘certainly takes on a heightened importance 

and plays a central role, for obvious reasons, in the literature of dissent.’31  Such 

material serves ‘to warn, console, validate, and vindicate the beliefs and posture of 

these groups’ of Second Temple Jews, particularly with respect to pagan and non-

sectarian Jews and their practices.32  Although he does not offer a comprehensive 

analysis of the texts in question, Elliott rightly illustrates the tendency of many 

summaries to criticise Israel in whole or in part, to lay stress on (covenant) 

responsibility, and to anticipate restoration.  The primary focus of summaries is on the 

present and a present response to the text, not an unattainable or nebulously relevant 

future.

Joachim Jeska. Remarkably, not one of these scholars cite Stauffer and his list 

of ‘summaries’.  Other scholars have examined groups of summaries for the exegesis of 

a particular passage, but without noting the category as a whole.  Without citing the 
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29. Elliot, Survivors of Israel, 356–9, 382.

30. Elliot, Survivors of Israel, 357.

31. Elliot, Survivors of Israel, 358–9.

32. Elliot, Survivors of Israel, 661.



majority of the scholars noted above, Joachim Jeska makes a significant advance by 

providing the fullest review and the sole attempt in the extant literature to establish a 

technical term for this phenomenon, Summarien der Geschichte Israels (SGI).33  

Influenced by Stauffer and Brehm (and to a lesser extent, by form critical scholars such 

as Steck), Jeska attempts to fill the 1976 desideratum of Stemberger for a detailed 

examination of Luke’s historical summary speeches in light of ‘die antik-jüdischen 

SGI’.  He analyses a series of such SGI, then attempts to offer a synthesis which 

informs Lucan use in Acts 7 and 13, studying the Lukan historical-summary speeches 

with a narrow view to their form-critical, tradition-critical, or theological background.34  

Each SGI borrows from Genesis–2 Kings (Jeska consults this material only rarely to 

flesh out an interpretation)35 and is grounded in the narrative in question.  Such 

summaries are not historical reporting, but attempts to actualize Israel’s history, 

bringing it to bear for present or future purposes, sometimes implicitly by the creation 

of patterns, sometimes by explicit comment.  He finds that each SGI is coherent, which 

is important for his argument with respect to Acts 7 and 13.36  SGI are never ‘neutral’ 

representations, but always play a role in the narrative in question and are crafted 

precisely for the task in question.37  Moreover, according to Jeska, the dominance of 
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33. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 22–3 cites von Rad (‘geschichtlicher 
Rückblick’ and ‘Geshichtssummarium’, with others following him on the latter) and 
Anton Jirku (‘lehrhaften Darstellungen der ältesten Geschichte’) as providing 
alternatives, none of which has made a massive impression, given the relative lack of 
research into such passages (particularly a problem in the NT, given the lack of such 
passages; pp. 23–25).  ‘Geschichtssummarium’ has been in use, however, though 
without any uniform designation dominating the field in English or in German or in 
other languages (p. 23 and n. 25; 25–26).

34. Stauffer compiles a list of previous uses of SGI in investigations of Acts 7 
and 13:17–25.  He finds these are (1) simply lists of similar passages constituting ‘a 
broad spectrum’ or longer discussions of a smaller group or one particular SIS.  Jeska, 
Die Geschichte Israels, 28.

35. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 17–8.

36. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 44–118, 254.

37. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 116–8.



tradition-historical research may well have led scholars to miss important facets of SGI, 

an error currently being rectified. 

Aufgrund dieser ergebnisse überrascht es auch nicht, dass sich—abgesehen von 
der klar erkennbaren Abhängigkeit zwischen LibAnt23 und Jos24—keine 
literarischen Abhängigkeiten der verschiedenen SGI untereinander aufzeigen 
lassen.  Gegenüber dem Trend der exegetischen Forschung, nach einer Vorlage 
für ein SGI zu suchen oder auf eine verlorene Vorlage zu verweisen, muss 
betont werden, dass SGI in der Regel sehr viel selbständiger entwickelt worden 
sind, als häufig angenommen wird.38

Jeska finds that exegesis and the principle of Aktualisierung justifies the 

declaration that the SGI in Acts are unified compositions.  He also allows for a 

secondary category of SGI with less Aktualisierung, namely, Kurzaktualisierung, or an 

SGI which does not continue to the present.39  Jeska notes the similarities shared by 

SGI and rewritten Bible, a point reflecting the compositional overlap seen in Wright, 

Hall and Elliot.  However, he asserts the need for treatments of the more abbreviated 

texts as their own compositional category.  At the same time, Jeska does not use the 

shorter texts adduced by Stauffer, in part given his interest in focusing more deeply on a 

smaller sample of texts and in part thanks to a closer identification of which passages 

might constitute Summarien.

Jeska provides the only list of ‘Merkmale’ which he finds in ‘antik-jüdischen 

SGI besonders häufig.’40  Following the tendencies of Baltzer, Steck, and others who 

focus on influence bequeathed by Jewish literature, praxis and thought, Jeska limits his 

investigation to ancient Jewish SGI, ruling out rabbinic literature on the grounds of 
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38. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 256.

39. In his view Acts 7 is the latter, Acts 13 (including Jesus in the summary) 
represents the former.  He fails to apply the appropriation of Stephen and Israel’s story 
to God’s elevation of Jesus and the apostles and their rejection and suffering under 
Jewish leadership:  David Moessner, ‘“The Christ Must Suffer”: New Light on the 
Jesus -- Peter, Stephen, Paul Parallels in Luke-Acts’, NovT 28 (1986), 220–56.  
Stephen’s speech and his fate suggest that the reader is meant to see this SGI reaching 
into the Lukan present. 

40. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 18.



date, and Hebrews 11 on theological grounds.41  This temporal criterion (and the 

application of his literary criterion of form, which arguably unduly restricts his 

investigation), leaves him with 27 SGI, which he arranges by genre.42

‘in Ansprachen’: Acts 7:2b–53; 13:17–25; 1 Sam 12:8–13; Ps 78:5–72; Jdt 

5:6–19; 1 Macc 2:52–60; CD 2.17b–4.12a; Josephus, Wars 5:379–412; Ant. 

3:86–87; 4 Ezra 14:29–33

‘in Gebeten’: Deut 26:5a–10a; Neh 9:6–31 = 2 Esd 19:6–31; 3 Macc. 2:4–12; 3 

Macc. 6:4–8; 4 Ezra 3:4b–33

‘in Hymen oder Liedern’: Pss 105:7–44, 106:7–46, 135:5–12, 136:4–25; Sir 

44:3–50:21; Wisd 10:1–11:1; LAB 32:1b–11

‘in Visionen’: 1 En. 85:3–90:38; 93:3b–10 and 91:11–17; 2 Bar. 56:2–74:4; 

Sib. Or. 3.248–294

‘in Prophetischen Reden oder Gottestreden’: Ezek 20:5a–29; Josh 24:2a–13; 

LAB 23:4b–11

The present work borrows and departs from Jeska’s approach.  First, although it 

is crucial to note the ‘classical’ phase of Israel’s story, it is unhelpful to limit the 

investigation to passages focused solely on the events of Genesis through 2 Kings, as 

Jeska does.  Israel’s story always possessed a trajectory beyond the exile to her post-

exilic status and future, a future already embedded in a variety of texts in Genesis 

through 2 Kings.  Secondly, it is striking that he fails to include Christian SGI.  

Certainly the sheer number of SIS, as adduced by Stauffer, and the temporal distance 

from the earliest summaries to the late liturgical evidence, supply no little warrant for 

limiting the data to a manageable sub-set from which to compare an SIS.  Even so, early 

Christian SGI such as Hebrews 11 and Mark 12:1–12 (and parallels) suggest that more 

appropriate texts for comparison have been ruled out by Jeska’s restrictions.  The 

forward-reaching nature of SIS noted by Wright, Esler and Kee requires an accounting 
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41. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 21. 

42. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 21. 



of the unique nature of the earliest Christian SGI, and truncating to canonical 

boundaries or limiting the range of summaries to those addressing only ‘Israel’s past’ 

should be avoided.  The present research presupposes the value of treatment of SIS 

from the first century of Christianity as a corpus within the larger corpus of Summaries 

of Israel’s Story.  Along with the genealogical review of Israel’s story in the first nine 

chapters of Chronicles as SIS (a clear source for Matt 1), these Christian SIS possess 

particular relevance for the study of Matthew 1:1–17 as an SIS.

More advantageously, Jeska moves away from solely focusing upon genre and 

Gattung.  The present research follows Jeska in avoiding study according to 

categorization of form and genre, given the multitude of genres and forms within which 

one finds Israel’s history recounted.43  Jeska does follow Stauffer in accumulating 

examples from a variety of form and genres, rather than simply focusing his 

comparative study on ‘speeches’ like those in Acts 7 and 13.  But his openness to 

comparison across generic boundaries stands in important contrast to previous studies, 

for instance, the emphasis on limiting investigation to apocalyptic forms (variously 

defined) or to ‘covenant formulary texts’.  However, even the temptation to accumulate 

and arrange these texts by genre or form, as Jeska and Stauffer do, may prove to be 

problematic:  Matthew 1:1–17 and Hebrews 11 would not easily fit under any of 

Jeska’s categories.

In the present research, then, Jeska and Stauffer are heeded, and less value is 

placed on form or genre as usually defined than on the compositional category 

(summary) and the content (chronological material from Israel’s story). 

Terminology, Characteristics and Criteria

This survey reveals a need for clear delineation of the compositional category I am 

calling ‘Summaries of Israel’s Story’.
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43. For a similar move away from form, see H. Alan Brehm, ‘Vindicating the 
Rejected One: Stephen’s Speech as a Critique of the Jewish Leaders’, in Craig Evans 
and James Sanders, ed., Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel: 
Investigations and Proposals (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 266–99.



Terminology

First, there is a need for terminology.  I will borrow the phrase ‘Summary[ies] of 

Israel’s Story’ (SIS) as a translation of Jeska’s terminus technicus, Summarien der 

Geschichte Israels (SGI).  The German phrase is helpful, particularly given the 

ambiguity of Geschichte, which can be used in English as ‘story’ and ‘history’.  Jeska 

rightly insists that only calling it a ‘summary’ as Stauffer does, is insufficient, given the 

need, observed in the review of previous studies above, for clarification as to what sort 

of story is in view.44

(1)  ‘Story’ is preferred to ‘history’, not least because the latter term applies only 

to the past, whereas the present and future are also relevant components of Israel’s 

story, as Esler notes.45  Thus, texts reaching into the future such as Romans 9–11 and 

the conclusion of the parable of the tenants are included, as are parabolic ‘stories’; 

Mark 12 and Revelation 12 are hardly ‘histories’.  This nomenclature also sets aside 

assertions about what sort of ‘history’ from a modern perspective is present in these 

summaries or in the larger tellings of Israel’s past, and helps move readers’ attentions 

past the ‘historicity’ quest evidenced by Wilson in the previous chapter.  Additionally, a 

fair number of relevant summaries are apocalyptic or parabolic in nature.  Thus ‘story’ 

is arguably a better fit, if one is to include Mark 12 and parallels.  Moreover, the 

chronological movement and narrative goal implied by ‘story’ rules out certain texts 

lacking an interest in chronological movement or plot development, such as Barnabas 

2–17.46
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44. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 26.

45. Esler, ‘Collective Memory’, 161.  Contrast the use of  the label ‘Summaries 
of the History of Israel’ for texts such as Acts 7 and 1 Enoch in G. S. Oegema, ‘“The 
Coming of the Righteous One” in 1 Enoch, Qumran and the New Testament’, in James 
Charlesworth, ed., The Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls: The Second Princeton 
Symposium (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2006), 381–3.

46. The passage from Barnabas, included by Baltzer, is a summary of Israel’s 
institutions (not Israel’s story) from a Christian perspective.



(2)  The terms ‘Summary’ and ‘summaries’ have been used to good effect by 

various scholars.  These terms are superior to alternatives such as ‘recital(s)’ or 

‘rehearsal(s)’ which do not carry the implication of abbreviation as does the term 

‘summary[ies]’.  Few alternative categories from the Greco-Roman world present 

themselves, although Gary Knoppers notes the possibility that 1 Chronicles 1–9 could 

fall into the classical form of � ù , ‘a short abridgement or compendium of an older 

work’.  ‘In classical antiquity such epitomes generally tended to be schematic 

summaries, rather than stylish shorter histories.’47  While this option is intriguing, it 

would be difficult to put many SIS into this category, as summaries tend to be far more 

cursory and selective than classical ‘abridgements’.

  (3)  Finally, by ‘Israel’s story’, I mean chronological use of events, characters 

and institutions in Israel’s sacred literature, together with any prior, present and/or 

future details appended to a particular version of the classical story by a given 

author/audience to help interpret and adapt this tradition.  SIS are an important 

subcategory of the wider category of story summaries noted by Hays and Green, which 

would embrace summaries of world history with little or no emphasis on Israel (Dan 8, 

2 Pet 3:4–10) and summaries of individual stories (Gal 4:21–30). 

Characteristics of SIS as a Compositional Category

The state of scholarship suggests the need to assemble criteria to provide clearer 

delineation of what does and does not constitute a ‘summary of Israel’s story’.  One 

resource for defining and interpreting SIS is another category of large-scale use of 

Scripture only recently defined by scholars.  Relying as they do on a fuller stretch of 

antecedent text(s) than quotation, allusion or echo, SIS are helpfully explained as a 

shorter version of the phenomenon known as Rewritten Bible (RB), most often used to 

describe the way in which Scripture is employed by Jubilees; Josephus’ Antiquities of 

the Jews; Pseudo-Philo’s Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum; and Genesis Apocryphon 
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47. Knoppers, 1 Chronicles 1–9, 286, referencing the introduction in Simon 
Hornblower, ed., Greek Historiography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 21.



from Qumran.48  Other texts described as ‘RB’ include Chronicles, Testament of Moses, 

and 1 Esdras.49  Seder Olam, 1 Enoch, Adam and Eve, and Qumran fragmentary texts 

receive votes as well.  While there are various objections to the classification, including 

the anachronistic use of ‘Bible’50 and the difficulty in determining which texts should 

be included51, RB has become an important descriptive term, which apparently has 

some staying power.52  Given the general lack of attention SIS have received as a 

distinct ‘use of Scripture’, it seems appropriate to engage ‘theoretical discussions of 
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48. The term is often attributed to G. Vermes, but his use is probably derived 
from Renée Bloch, ‘Midrash’, in L. Pirot, A. Robert and H. Cazelles, ed., Supplément 
au Dictionnaire de la Bible 5 (Paris: Librairie Letouzey et Ané, 1957), 1263–81.  See 
Geza Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in Judaism:  Haggadic Studies (2nd rev. ed.; 
Leiden: Brill, 1973), 7–10, 95, 124–6.  I avoid the application of ‘Rewritten Bible’ to 
Matthew’s use of Mark by Ulrich Luz, Studies in Matthew, 30; and to Luke’s use of 
Mark by Craig Evans, ‘Luke and the Rewritten Bible: Aspects of Lukan 
Historiography’, in James Charlesworth and Craig Evans, ed., Pseudepigrapha and 
Early Biblical Interpretation (JSPSS 14; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 170–201.  In a 
manner similar to the present chapter, but with less methodological discussion, Luz 
derives trends from RB or ‘narrative midrash’ texts which he then applies to Matthew.

49. H. G. M. Williamson, 1 and 2 Chronicles (NCB; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1982), 21–3.

50. The Bible per se is not in view in either RB or SIS.  Wide swaths of the 
canon, including legal and wisdom literature, have little if any role in retelling, while 
non-canonical characters and embellishments are regularly included.  Brant Pitre, 
‘Rewritten Bible’, in David Aune, ed., Westminster Dictionary of Early Christian 
Literature and Rhetoric (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 410–3, discusses 
objections to the title ‘Rewritten Bible’ and adds his own, namely, that the term ‘Bible’ 
has the effect of segregating this literary practice from ‘secular’ literary praxis whose 
‘phenomena…are essentially the same’ (410).  But the intense focus on the 
foundational story of Israel suggests that ‘segregation’ is not altogether inappropriate.

51. Charted by Betsy Halpern-Amaru, Rewriting the Bible: Land and Covenant 
in Postbiblical Jewish Literature (Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1994), 4.

52. Markus Bockmuehl, in an unpublished paper ‘Qumran commentaries in 
Graeco-Roman Context’ 
(http://orion.mscc.huji.ac.il/symposiums/9th/papers/BockmuehlPaper.pdf, accessed 16 
Feb 2009), notes that rewritten Bible has been routinely used for more than three 
decades.  See recent dictionary entries by Pitre and Bruce Fisk, ‘Rewritten Bible’, in 
Craig Evans, ed., Encyclopedia of the Historical Jesus (New York: Routledge, 2008), 
947–54; Sidnie White Crawford, Rewriting Scripture in Second Temple Times (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008).  

http://orion.mscc.huji.ac.il/symposiums/9th/papers/BockmuehlPaper.pdf


paraphrased material in biblical studies.’53  It will be shown below that some scholars 

have blurred the lines or otherwise noted connections between RB and SIS, which are 

arguably distinct categories of ‘the use of Scripture’.54

What precisely is the relationship between SIS and RB?  Several of the lists 

compiled by scholars investigating RB include representatives of both literary 

categories.55  The overlap sometimes contributes to the avoidance of the use of 

‘rewritten Bible’ for a restricted genre classification.  There is a great deal of conceptual 

overlap between them, not least in the shared textual domain of Scripture.  Both groups 

of texts illustrate the importance and the authoritative uniqueness (one could almost 

speak of canonical significance) of Israel’s formative story.  Elements of this story, and 

not some other, are appropriated again and again.  In both RB and SIS, form and genre 

is transcended.  Rewritten Bible, like SIS, should probably be considered a category 

rather than a genre, according to Alexander.56

However, two important facets begin to create a distinction between them:  SIS 

are (1) highly condensed summaries and are always found (2) within a work; or, as with 
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53. P. M. Eisenbaum, The Jewish Heroes of Christian History: Hebrews 11 in 
Literary Context (SBLDS 176; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 120, citing work on 
intertextuality in biblical studies and studies on ‘compositional’ uses of Scripture, 
including rewritten Bible (120–23).

54. Paul Foster notes a similar relationship between allusion and citation:  
‘Obviously, the distinction between citation and allusion is problematic, as is the 
definition of these two terms.’  Citing the need for methodological caution, which the 
present research is an attempt to reflect, he notes that despite similarities, ‘some limits 
must be drawn’ between such related uses of Scripture.  Paul Foster, ‘The Use of 
Zechariah in Matthew’s Gospel’, in Christopher Tuckett, ed., The Book of Zechariah 
and Its Influence:  Papers of the Oxford-Leiden Conference (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2003), 65. 

55. Fisk, ‘Rewritten Bible’.

56. Philip Alexander, ‘Retelling the Old Testament’, in D. Carson, ed., It is 
Written: Scripture Citing Scripture, FS B. Lindars (H. Williamson; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 119 n. 11; and Sidnie White Crawford, ‘The 
Rewritten Bible at Qumran’, in James Charlesworth, ed., The Bible and the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, Vol. 1 (North Richland Hills: Bibal Press, 2000), 176–7.



Psalms and liturgical SIS, in larger collections.  RB texts are (1) lengthier, ‘stand-alone’ 

Israel stories, (2) which often paraphrase or wander from the strict text, omitting a 

passage or event for interpretive purposes, yet never leave yawning chronological gaps.  

While both types of texts rework precursor texts, SIS are summaries, while the label 

‘RB’ (including Antiquities, Seder Olam Rabbah, and Chronicles) indicates a fuller 

rewriting.  James Sanders proposes that the longer works are in a sense the smaller 

summaries, such as Exodus 15 and Psalm 78, ‘writ large’.57  More colourfully, on a 

spectrum one might say that the SIS compares to RB as the trailer of a movie compares 

to a full length film.  Generally speaking film trailers are much more highly focused 

than their fuller, more complicated urtexts, and are often tailored by marketing 

departments to the interests of a specific audience watching the film in which the trailer 

appears.

Such distinctions based on length and the literary independence of RB are not 

always observed, and indeed, the scholars cited previously have found it useful to use 

summaries and RB in the same studies.  Hall, Elliott and Wright include one or more 

RB examples (e.g., Jubilees and LAB) along with SIS.  Eisenbaum utilizes RB 

examples, including LAB and Jubilees, to shed light on compositional technique in the 

reuse and application of the scriptural story.  Sanders likewise notes the similarities 

between the two types of text (though noting the distinction as well, rooted in length).  

Jeska provides an example of employing firmer distinction, looking askance at previous 

comparisons of Acts 7 to RB texts.58  Jeska’s clearer distinction is almost certainly due 
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57. James Sanders, Torah and Canon (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), 24, 27.  He 
refers to works within the canon, such as Chronicles, ‘E’ or ‘J’.  Elsewhere he observes 
the spectrum of ‘recitals’ (his preferred term for SIS), from the smallest (Amos 2:9–11, 
order reversed for emphasis; 1 Sam 12:8) through larger summaries (‘Psalms 105 and 
106, Sirach 44–50, Acts 7, Hebrews 11, and other passages’) to the whole of Exodus-
Joshua (pp. 20–27); Sanders, ‘The Stabilization of the Tanak’, in A. Hauser and D. 
Watson, ed., A History of Biblical Interpretation: The Ancient Period (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2003), 229; already Addison Wright, ‘The Literary Genre Midrash’, CBQ 28 
(1966), 430–1.

58.  Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 32.



to the influence of Stauffer, who strongly emphasized the summary nature of such texts.

While it is important to maintain the distinction between SIS and RB, as the 

nearest evolutionary cousin of SIS, RB evinces several characteristics of the use of 

Israel’s story which may shed light on the character of its shorter compositional cousin.  

In an important article on the delineation of RB, Philip Alexander attempted to 

articulate common features shared by texts fitting the description.  Alexander argued 

that RB is a genre, and that it has nine ‘principal characteristics’.59  Many of these 

characteristics help establish not only a conceptual framework for understanding RB, 

but for SIS as well, and Alexander’s analysis may be critically adapted for the study of 

SIS.60

(1)  ‘Rewritten Bible texts are narratives, following a sequential, chronological 

order.’  ‘[T]hey may be described broadly as histories’, and they ‘may incidentally serve 

theological ends.’  The italicized word (my emphasis) is rightly criticised by RB 

scholars and should be rejected for both SIS and RB.61  As Pitre notes, RB are entirely 

new literary products, not copies of an original.62  RB and SIS texts are designed and 

employed for particular theological, paraenetic purposes.  In a brief review of SIS-

related studies which do not account for his texts, Jeska notes the shift in the recent 

history of interpretation of summaries away from tradition criticism and towards 
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59. Alexander, ‘Retelling the Old Testament’.  On Alexander’s influence, see 
Susan Docherty, ‘Joseph and Aseneth: Rewritten Bible or Narrative Expansion?’ JSJ 35 
(2004), 29–30, 48; Moshe Bernstein, ‘From the Watchers to the Flood: Story and 
Exegesis in the Early Columns of the Genesis Apocryphon’, in E. G. Chazon, Ruth 
Clements and Devorah Dimant, ed., Reworking the Bible: Apocryphal and Related 
Texts at Qumran (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 40 n. 5.

60. While these observations have not been adapted previously for study of 
summaries, Jeska notes their utility for SGI, Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 19–20 n.

61. Halpern-Amaru, Rewriting the Bible, 4; contra Alexander, ‘Retelling the 
Old Testament’, 116.

62. Brant Pitre, ‘Rewritten Bible’, 413.



consideration of the intentions of particular texts.63  He cites S. Kreuzer, whose post-

von Rad study of OT credos and summaries shows that summaries frequently do not 

revolve around set notions of history (or heilsgeschichte), but rather apply history and 

give it current meaning or ‘Gegenwartsbedeutung’ von Geschichte:  ‘Die Texte 

spiegeln einen lebendigen Umgang mit den Traditionen und eine immer wieder neu 

aktualisierte Rezeption der Geschichte.’64  Kreuzer argues that this flexibility and 

diversity negates any scholarly attempt to trace the development of historical credos 

(before the Pentateuch).  D. Mathias argues similarly on the historical Psalms, that ‘die 

SGI der Psalmen verschiedene Deutungsmodelle von Geschichte präsentieren, die auf 

die Intentionen der unterschiedlichen Verfasser zurückzuführen sind.’65  Whether 

Kreuzer and Mathias are correct in stating that this is a lost cause is of no concern here, 

but they do reflect the general tenor of recent scholarship on specific classes of SIS.  

Unsurprisingly, Jeska finds Acts 7 and 13 to be the author’s own creation, with no 

significant influence from antecedent texts; they are created firmly for their place in the 

text as it stands.

          (2)  A rather limited use of direct quotation distinguishes RB from commentary, 

pesher texts, and the Targums.66  There are few if any citation-formulae, for example, 

and ‘[t]hough they make constant use of the words of Scripture, they integrate these 

into a smooth, seamless retelling of the biblical story.’  Similarly, SIS may make use of 
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63. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 40–2 n. 81; Anderson, ‘Psalms’, 60.

64. Siegfried Kreuzer, Die Frühgeschichte Israels in Bekenntnis und 
Verkündigung des Alten Testaments, BZAW 178 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1989), 
252, cited by Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 41.

65. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 42, commenting on Dietmar Mathias, Die 
Geschichtstheologie der Geschichtssummarien in den Psalmen (Frankfurt am Main: 
Peter Lang, 1993), 44–5, 207–9.

66. Cf. Daniel Harrington, ‘Palestinian Adaptations of Biblical Narratives and 
Prophecies’, in R. Kraft and G. Nickelsburg, ed., Early Judaism and Its Modern 
Interpreters (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 241–2.



the words of Scripture and may well include quotations; but as with RB, citation is not 

the primary means of re-using texts.

          (3)  The texts in question presuppose knowledge of the Bible and are not meant 

to supersede it.  ‘[T]he rewritten narrative is not offered as a substitute or replacement 

for the biblical narrative.  To the contrary, with the possible exception of Josephus 

[Antiquities, on the grounds that it was written for an audience unfamiliar with Jewish 

Scriptures and history]…each author not only assumes but requires that the reader 

relate the rewriting back to Scriptures.’67   This point can be accepted for SIS as well:  

‘The [biblical] model on which the reconfigured text is based is clearly recognizable’ to 

its readers.68  However, even Josephus appears to be re-writing with the express intent 

of changing his readers’ view of Jewish history, and (perhaps) even of Scripture.  There 

were reasons why Josephus did not publish, say, a scroll of the primary history.  He also 

wished to elevate and redefine Jewish history, making it ‘relevant, comprehensible and 

attractive in a new environment’.69  SIS similarly presuppose awareness of or 

engagement with Scripture, and require readers to engage the meaning derived from 

Israel’s story.70

          (4)  Rewritten Bible covers a substantial portion of the Bible.71  Smaller stories, 

often enhanced by legendary expansions, may be part of RB, but when such additions 

are utilized, they are placed firmly within the more literal framework of the biblical 

narrative itself.  Similarly, SIS can incorporate extra-biblical materials, provided the 
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67. Halpern-Amaru, Rewriting the Bible, 4.

68. Brant Pitre, ‘Rewritten Bible’, 410.

69. Harold Attridge, The Interpretation of Biblical History in the Antiquitates 
Judaicae of Flavius Josephus (HDR 7; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976), 181; cf. Louis 
Feldman, Studies in Josephus’ Rewritten Bible (JSJsup 58; Leiden: Brill, 1998).

70. Jdt 5 is a possible exception.

71. The problem of requisite length is also found in other, more established 
genres:  how long must a bioi be?  A gospel? An epoch?



author ‘reintegrates them into the biblical history.’72  In order to be labelled SIS or RB, 

a text should cover multiple periods in Israel’s history, a point discussed further below.

          (5)  Rewritten texts, while generally chronologically faithful, are highly selective 

in their choice of material, mixing ‘straightforward retelling and expansion’.  This is 

done in such a way that avoids ‘serious chronological hiatus’ by sticking closely to the 

text.  This criterion forms a point of distinction between SIS and RB:  the former 

invariably contain significant temporal gaps.

          (6)  RB texts aim to ‘produce an interpretative reading of Scripture.’73  Alexander 

cites Vermes to the effect that such texts represent a ‘fuller, smoother and doctrinally 

more advanced form of the sacred narrative.’74  Alexander describes this as a ‘dialectic’ 

interaction, a sort of commentary meant to explain the original.  Similarly, SIS function 

as abbreviated commentaries on the story of Israel, and each passage interprets and 

stresses a particular thrust of Israel’s story for a present audience.  R. G. Hall claims 

this is the most important contribution of his study, the parameters of which embrace 

both RB and SIS.75  While admitting this is somewhat obvious, he nevertheless 

maintains that it is crucial and must be highlighted.76 
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72. Heb 11:37, ‘sawn in two’; God’s appearance to Abraham in Mesopotamia in 
Acts 7, on which see I. H. Marshall, Acts (TNTC; Leicester: IVP, 1980), 135; Matt 1:5, 
Rahab’s marriage to Boaz, on which see Richard Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’.

73. Earlier interpreters including Vermes used midrash or haggadah to describe 
RB texts.  For a survey see Frederick Murphy, Pseudo-Philo: Rewriting the Bible 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 4–5.

74. Alexander, ‘Retelling the Old Testament’, 117, citing Vermes in E. Schürer, 
History of the Jewish People III.1, 305.  Brant Pitre, ‘Rewritten Bible’, 401, mentions 
the phrase ‘narrative exegesis’:  ‘i.e., reworking the biblical narrative with exegetical 
aims.’

75. Hall, Revealed Histories, 246–7.

76. On the phenomenon in Jewish literature more broadly, see Jacob Neusner, 
‘Beyond Myth, After Apocalypse: The Mishnaic Conception of History’, Response 14 
(1984), 17:  ‘So for all forms of Judaism until the Mishnah, the writing of history is a 
form of prophecy.  Just as prophecy takes up the interpretation of historical events, so 
historians retell these events in the frame of prophetic theses.’



          For SIS and RB, interpretation of the biblical text relies on the particular features 

of the retold narrative; the interpretation is thus often implicit and less obvious than 

modern interpreters might wish.  Citing Jubilees, Genesis Apocryphon, and LAB as 

examples, Evans states:  ‘In these writings biblical exegesis is primarily implicit.  That 

is, the text is not cited and then interpreted in a conscious manner (though sometimes 

that happens).  The text is rewritten.  In fact, the text is not primarily in view.  It is the 

story that is in view, and it is retold.’77  According to Evans, such retelling is apparently 

‘the earliest form of exegesis’.78  Therefore it is crucial to engage in ‘whole story’ 

interpretation of RB and SIS rather than simply focusing on individual aspects, exegesis 

of specific texts, or the use of particular text forms.

            (7) The constraints of using a narrative form, versus actual commentary (as 

found in the Rabbis and Philo), limits the writers to ‘a single interpretation’ or 

‘monovalent’ version of the original text.  The same can be said of SIS.  Though the 

particular point made may be fairly complex with various aspects, it still will have a 

unified thrust, a telos or a plot.

          These two points are crucial inasmuch as they cut against the grain of the 

fragmented interpretation of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, seen briefly in the 

introduction and more fully below, as interpretations of the various parts of the 

genealogy (Davidic kingship, ‘women’ and ‘brothers’) are not always presented by 

recent interpreters in a unified fashion. 
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77. Craig Evans, ‘The Genesis Apocryphon and the Rewritten Bible’, RevQ 13 
(1988), 161, emphasis original.  Compare James Kugel and Rowan Greer, Early 
Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 46:  ‘[S]uch an arranging of 
time not only made recent history more manageable…but made it partake of (indeed, be 
continuous with) that comforting world of biblical story in which events made sense.’  
‘To rewrite the old in terms of a later [more recent] state of affairs is an ancient Jewish 
practice,’ Frank Kermode, ‘New Ways with Bible Stories’, in Clemens Thoma and 
Michael Wyschogrod, ed., Parable and Story in Judaism and Christianity (New York: 
Paulist), 135.

78. Evans, ‘Genesis Apocryphon’, 164.



         (8) The narrative form of RB prevents exegetical explanation for the 

interpretation, putting more responsibility on the interpreter to read texts carefully and 

holistically and creating the need to appreciate authorial subtlety.  Save for texts such as 

1 Maccabees 2:50–61 and Judith 5, which are essentially self-interpreting (while 

playing a role in the narrative as a whole), SIS also often lack exegetical explanations 

and thus require great sensitivity to the way in which the passage is crafted as a literary 

composition.  In these instances, attention to the thrust of the text within which an SIS 

is embedded, as well as examination of relevant data in contemporaneous texts, can 

function as an important aid to understanding texts.  As with allusions and ‘echoes’, 

attention to the subtle interpretive practices of ancient writers is required when 

examining SIS.79  Clearly, Matthew’s genealogy makes this demand of its readers.

           (9)  Rewritten Bible texts ‘appear to be aiming at a synthesis of the whole 

tradition (both biblical and extra-biblical) within a biblical framework’, ‘validating 

[non-biblical material] and preventing the fragmentation of the tradition.’80  Alexander 

is chiefly concerned with additions or so-called legendary material, yet his point also 

applies to post-biblical or post-tradition material, which is ‘tacked on’ to bring the story 

of Israel up-to-date.  In this way, as noted by Jeska, Elliot, Esler, and Kee, SIS ensure 

that the tradition embraces the present situation of the audience by interpreting 

Scriptures for their own specific context.  Synthesis in this sense addresses temporal, 

cognitive and theological gaps or weaknesses in the audience rather than (in the first 

instance) addressing gaps or weaknesses in the content of Scripture.

Criteria

In light of the preceding analyses of scholarly views and interaction with Alexander’s 
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79. See especially Richard Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989).  Modern interpreters must account for the 
possibility of subtlety even if not all readers or hearers are capable of such subtlety in 
every instance; Hays, The Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as an Interpreter of 
Israel’s Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 49.

80. Alexander, ‘Retelling the Old Testament’, 118.



comments on RB, there are several criteria which should be met in order for a passage 

to warrant identification as a summary of Israel’s story. 

(1)  An Israel story summary must reflect Israel’s history; that is, her characters, 

events, institutions and language must be present.81  Antecedent (Adam, Enoch, Seth, 

Noah), parallel (Edom, Rome) or sectarian (Christian, Qumranic) history may be part of 

an SIS, provided the review is informed by Israel’s Scripture and Israel’s perspective 

and contains at least some of Israel’s characters, events and institutions.  The 

summaries accumulated here share an emphasis on Israel’s story, not simply summaries 

in general (as with Stauffer) or overly restricted to Jewish summaries (as in Jeska) or 

with parts of Israel’s story.

(2)  Critique of part or all of Israel does not remove a passage from SIS status; 

many examples within and without ‘Judaism[s]’ and the Hebrew Scriptures routinely 

highlight Israel’s failure.82  Jewish SIS are in a sense as critical of all or part of Israel as 

many later Christian SIS.

(3)  Chronological order is required, although exceptions can be allowed for 

minor chronological digression (Heb 11; Ap. Const. 7:37.1–5) if the passage otherwise 

moves in proper ‘historical’ direction.  By definition, chronology requires that a passage 

employs more than two episodes, events, or characters.  In some literature one finds 

‘Exodus’ used as a catch-all to refer to a host of events not only in Egypt and the 

wilderness, but also of the entry into the Promised Land, Joshua’s leadership, and the 

conquest.  But this does not take adequate account of the fact that Israel had a variety of 

ways of speaking about the events preceding, during and after the actual Exodus.  In 

discerning whether a text counts as an SIS, these should be treated as separate events.83  
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81. This is an important restriction given Stauffer’s inclusion of non-Israel 
summaries.

82. For Matthew see Scot McKnight, ‘A Loyal Critic: Matthew’s Polemic with 
Judaism in Theological Perspective’, in C. Evans and D. Hagner, ed., Anti-Semitism 
and Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 55–79. 

83. Pace Theodore Bergren, ‘The Tradition History of the Exodus Review in 5 



(4) Related to chronology, length is required, and that in two ways.84  First, 

throughout the relevant literature one finds short references such as ‘Abraham, Isaac, 

and Jacob’ (Matt 8:11, 22:32), and Stauffer collates many such brief references to 

Israel’s history.85  However, this swells his list to 121 examples in the relevant 

literature, forcing him to create a subcategory of ‘the most instructive examples.’86  In 

order to provide a manageable list without subcategories, the shortest of references 

must be jettisoned if they constitute nothing more than a brief mention of ancestors (Est 

2:5), or if they fail to meet the criterion of chronology (Ep. Barn.).  Short lists (Jude 5–

11, Acts Paul 8:28–32, and some examples from 1 Clem.) do not qualify for inclusion.  

Psalm 135 is initially a tentative inclusion, as its temporal length is fairly curtailed, yet 

it becomes more SIS-like in its canonical location with Psalms 136 and 137.  

The boundaries between SIS and brief or temporally limited historical 

references or lists begin to blur, some of which qualify as summaries of individual 

stories as described by Hays and Green (as Psalm 135 would if it stood on its own).  For 

upper limits approaching RB, a compositional line is clearly crossed if a text stands on 

its own and should be identified as RB.87

(5) No particular event is privileged.  Although some scholars take the Exodus 

as the defining narrative of Israel’s story, the breadth of Israel’s story must not be 
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Ezra’, in C. Evans, ed., Of Scribes and Sages: Early Jewish Interpretation of Scripture, 
Vol. 2:  Later Versions and Traditions (London: T. & T. Clark, 2004), 34–50, and 
Sylvia Keesmaat, Paul and His Story: (Re)Interpreting the Exodus Tradition (JSNTsup 
181; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 40 n. 77; 81–2 and especially 218: 
‘the whole exodus story, from bondage and suffering in Egypt, to the wanderings and 
rebellion in the wilderness, to the inheritance of the promised land,’ emphasis added.  

84. Hall, Revealed Histories, 16–7.

85. E.g., Jos. Asen. 1, listing Sarah, Rebecca, and Rachel.

86. Stauffer, New Testament Theology, 347.  No methodology is given.  In 
contrast Jeska addresses many smaller examples which do not make his final cut; Jeska, 
Die Geschichte Israels, 20–1.

87. Cf. Jeska’s principle of ‘Reduktion’; Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 18, 24–
5.



overlooked.  No one event or character can be elevated above others as a sine qua non 

of Israel’s story.  For instance, even explicit references to the Exodus and Moses are 

lacking in such readily identifiable SIS as Ezekiel 16, 23; 1 Chronicles 1–9; Matthew 

1:1–17; 1 Maccabees 2:49–68; Ephraim the Syrian, Nesibine Hymn 57.

(6) No particular genre or form requirements are laid down.  The variety of 

material from this era underscores the need to transcend boundaries in order to tally the 

SIS, and movement across boundaries of genre and form in the comparative study of 

SIS is justified.

(7)  Lastly, several documents are excluded from consideration.  First, 

hypothetical documents are not included in the following list, such as a proposed Urtext 

of ‘summary of martyrs’ allegedly behind Jesus’ reference to ‘Abel to Zechariah’, 

included by Stauffer; or a song-summary of Israel’s history, suggested by James Kugel.  

Documents from texts which are regarded as more certain and reasonably ascertainable, 

such as the Jewish documents behind Christian Sybillines, the Hellenistic Synagogal 

Prayers, and the Christian additions to Daniel and Baruch, may be included.

Secondly, I will include only emic approaches to SIS, which rules out various 

summaries of Israel in pan-Mediterranean sources.  For instance, Tacitus, History, 5.2–

3, begins: ‘As I am about to relate the last days of a famous city, it seems appropriate to 

throw some light on its origin’, no doubt in order to enhance the accomplishments of 

Titus.  This summary features speculation of origin, a variant story of Egyptian release, 

desert wanderings, conquest of Canaan, Jerusalem as capital, Temple construction, and 

after a religious and geographic digression, discusses more recent history from a Roman 

perspective.  While such summaries are of interest and could provide interesting 

comparative data, the etic (outsider) perspective could skew the intended utility of this 

list.  Other omitted examples include

Diodorus of Sicily, Bibliotheca 34.1–3; 40.1.1–8; 40.3.1–9.  Tacitus, Hist. 5.2–
3, 5.8–13 provides a more recent history with respect to the Romans but also 
reaching back to Moses and the Exodus from Egypt.  Chaemeron, Artapanus, 
Ps-Eupolemus, Berossus, Eupolemus, Artabanus, Demetrius the Chronographer 
and Cleodemus Malchus relate are ruled out, although summaries of their works 
occasionally appear, SIS-like, in Jewish and Christian texts.  Eupolemus, 
summarised by Alexander Polyhistor, cited in turn by Eusebius (Prep. Ev. 9.17); 
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Manetho in Josephus, Contra Ap. 1.228–287; Lysimachus in Josephus, Contra 
Ap. 1.304–311; Hecataeus, Aegyptica (cf. Josephus, Contra Ap. 1.180–181).  
Nicolaus Damascenus, in Eusebius, Prep. Ev. 9 and Josephus, Ant. 1.7; Philo 
the Epic Poet, frag. 3 (OTP 2.783–4), cited by Eusebius, Prep. Ev. 9.24.1;  
Alexander Polyhistor, On the Jews (in Eusebius, Prep. Ev. 9.30.1–8); Porphyry, 
On the Jewish Scriptures, cited in Augustine Letter to Deogratias, 102.8 and in 
Jerome, Epistle to Ctesiphontem 133.9; Julian the Apostate, Against the 
Galileans (trans. W. C. Wright, 1923; pp. 380–1). 

A Compilation of SIS

Similar to the approach taken by Elliott, I will not analyse each individual text due to 

space limitations.  Rather than arranging the texts according to genre, I place each SIS 

in one of four broad categories.  The variegated extent of ‘canon’ and the debate over 

the origin of some of this literature may render these categories less than airtight.  

Comments in notes clarify disputed passages, possible relationships with Matthew, and 

highlight significant points for the present thesis.

Old Testament

Exodus 1588

Leviticus 26:4–13

Deuteronomy 26:5a–10a

Deuteronomy 29

Deuteronomy 3289 

Joshua 23:2–4

Joshua 24
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88. Sanders makes the case that the reference to ‘the mountain, the place of thy 
abode’ (15:17) is a later addition referencing Jerusalem’s place in the cultus.  Whether 
this is the case or not, the post-Exodus conquest in view means that the passage easily 
fits the criteria of multiple events.  The final verse, ‘The LORD will reign forever and 
ever’, adds a forward-moving ‘kingdom of God’ element that brings the SIS into the 
present and future;  James Sanders, ‘Stabilization of the Tanak’, 225–52.

89. ‘The entire Song, when carefully examined, can be seen at its most basic 
level to be a poetic epic of Israel’s journey in history.’  Herbert Basser, Midrashic 
Interpretation of the Song of Moses (AUS 7 Theology and Religion 2; New York: Peter 
Lang, 1984), 21 n. 46.



Psalms 78, 105, 106 [104–106] 135, 136 [135–137]90  Possible ‘canonical SIS’ are in 

brackets.

1 Samuel 12:7–15

1 Kings 891

1 Chronicles 1–9.  This passage is quite important for Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.  

‘This is a history of all days, a universal history, beginning with Adam and extending to 

Israel.’92  These chapters ‘serve as a genealogical outline of Genesis through 2 Kings.’93  

‘[T]he genealogy as a literary device provides the briefest, if to our mind quite 

unsatisfactory, method of recalling Israel’s history and her role among the nations of the 

world.’94  Many similar comments could also be adduced.95

1 Chronicles 16:8–36

Isaiah 5:1–7

Jeremiah 2:2–996

Ezekiel 16, 20, 2397
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90. These psalms ‘give a reasonably chronological and extensive record of 
Israel’s history.’  Anderson, ‘Psalms’, 59.

91. Corrine Patton, ‘“I Myself Gave Them Laws That Were not Good”: Ezekiel 
20 and the Exodus Traditions’, JSOT 69 (1996), 75.

92. Ralph Klein, 1 Chronicles (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 81.

93. Anne Solomon, ‘The Structure of the Chronicler’s History: A Key to the 
Organization of the Pentateuch’, Semeia 46 (1989), 56.

94. Braun, 1 Chronicles, 18.

95. Long, 1 Kings, 5.

96. Derived from Stauffer, who cites ‘Jer. 2.5–21: Exodus to Prophetic Age’; 
verse nine merely summarises what follows.  Stauffer, New Testament Theology, 347. 

97. Hall, Revealed Histories, 48–9; Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament in 
the Psalms (revised; Richard Soulen and Keith Crim, ed.; Atlanta: Westminster John 
Knox, 1981), 241 (in the chapter labeled ‘The Re-presentation of History’); Walter 
Zimmerli, Ezekiel, Vol. 1 (Hermeneia; J. D. Martin, ed.; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 
334, 348, 405.  Compare the near-summaries in Ezek 22 and 34.



Daniel 9:1–27

Ezra 5:11–17 (1 Esdras 6:13–20)

Nehemiah 9 (2 Esdras 19)

Habakkuk 3:1–16

Early Jewish SIS Outside the Old Testament

1 Enoch 85–90 (Animal Apocalypse)98

1 Maccabees 2:50-61 [2:49–68]

1QS 1:21–2:6

2 Baruch 53–74

3 Maccabees 2:1–20, 6:1–1599

4 Ezra 3–6, 7:106–111

4 Maccabees 16:18–23

4 Maccabees 18:11–19100

4Q504 1–2, 4:5–14

Apocalypse of Abraham 23–31

Ascension of Isaiah 3:13–4:18 (= Testament of Hezekiah)

Assumption of Moses 1–10

Bab. Pesachim 117a101
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98. Hall, Revealed Histories prefers 83–90.

99. ‘The prayers of the High Priest Simon in 2:2–20 and of Eleazar in 6:2–15 
are in effect celebrations of “sacred history”, reminiscent of’ certain Psalms, including 
78 and 106.  ‘[O]ur author extends the line of “sacred history” into the time of Ptolemy 
IV.’  H. Anderson, ‘3 Maccabees’, in OTP 2.514.  This passage illustrates the 
Merkmale of Aktualisierung noted by Jeska.

100. The quotations at the conclusion of this SIS are not in chronological order 
but summarise the promise of preservation and resurrection central to the recital and 
Maccabean literature.  The text celebrates the appropriate conclusion of history 
according to this strand of Jewish restoration theology.

101. James Kugel, ‘Is There but One Song?’ Biblica 63 (1982), 329–50.



CD, ‘The Exhortation’102

Dayyenu, Passover Haggadah103 

Genesis Rabbah 19:7, ‘Shekinah history’

Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers 2.14–22; 5; 6; 7.1–3; 8.5–6; 9; 12104

Josephus, Jewish War 5.8.4, 5.9.4, 6.2.1

Judith 5

Various Kinot105 including Kinah for Ninth of Av106

Mekilta Shirata 1:15ff, ‘Ten Songs’

Mekilta Beshallah 10

Mishnah Taanith 2:4–5107

Pesachim 116a, Maggid from Passover Haggadah

Pirke Rabbi Eliezer 11108 
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102. Following the assessment of Vermes:  this section extends through CD A 
1–8, includes a lengthy section known from CD B, and perhaps includes the fragment 
4Q266, fr. 4, lines 11–12, which includes reference to the Messiah at the end of the 
exhortation.  See Elliott and Wright for other options, with the latter scholar limiting 
the summary to 2:14–6:11.  Elliot, Survivors of Israel, 380–1; Wright, New Testament 
and the People of God, 218.

103. Bergren, ‘Tradition History’, 34–48, citing L. Finkelstein, ‘Pre-Maccabean 
Documents in the Passover Haggadah’, HTR 36 (1943), 1–38.  See also David Flusser, 
‘Hebrew Improperia’, Immanuel 4 (1974), 51–5 on Dayyenu and Kinah for Ninth of Av.

104. Name and numbering are from OTP vol. 2; material in Apostolic 
Constitutions is included below.

105. Elie Munk, The World of Prayer: Commentary and Translation of the 
Siddur, vol. 2:  Sabbath and Festival Prayers (New York: Feldheim, 2007), 441–44.

106. Of Targumic origin, this text is striking in its critique of Israel’s actions 
after each of fifteen benevolent acts of God.  Bergren, ‘Tradition History’, 44–5.

107. ‘The basic pattern is a combination of two elements:  supplications for 
God’s help and the remembrance of his saving deeds in the past.’  David Flusser, 
‘Psalms, Hymns, and Prayers’, in Michael Stone, ed., Jewish Writings of the Second 
Temple Period: Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Qumran Sectarian Writings, Josephus, 
Philo (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 570.

108. A list of ten kings who ‘ruled over the whole world’, beginning and ending 



Philo, Hypothetica 8.5.11–6.8 (= Eusebius, Prep. Ev. 8.5.11–6.8)

Philo, On Rewards and Punishment 11–56

Philo, On Virtues 199–227

Pseudo-Philo, LAB 32:1–17109

Sirach 44–50

Song of Songs Targum110

Testament of Moses 1–10111

Testament of Levi 14–18

Wisdom 10–19112

New Testament

Matthew 1:1–17

Mark 12:1–12, Matthew 21:33–46 and Luke 20:9–18

Acts 7

Acts 13:16–41 (or 13:16–48)
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with God:  each king is referenced from a text of scripture with the note that he ruled 
over all.  If the tradition is early, it is possible Matthew 28:18–20 reflects this tradition; 
so Bruce Malina, ‘The Literary Form and Structure of Matt. xxviii.16–20’, NTS 17 
(1970), 97–8.  Ginzberg (The Legends of the Jews, 6.289 n. 40) believes that Justin 
Martyr (Dial. 34) and Tertullian (Adv. Iud. 7) are arguing against this tradition.

109. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 73.  This passage arguably extends to 
‘recreation’.

110. For additional, similar uses of Israel’s songs as an historical outline, see 
James Kugel, ‘Is There But One Song?’.  He cites later works including Midrash 
Tanhuma, Yalqut Shinomi, Midrash Leqah Tov, Ba’al Hatturim, Shem. Rab. 23:4, 
Saadya, ‘I Patros.  In the seventeenth century, Johannes Cocceius similarly interpreted 
the Song allegorically as a history of the church.

111. Told ‘[i]n summary fashion’, Test. Mos. 2–9 is an ‘historical survey’; ‘the 
format is a predictive delineation of the history of the people from their entrance into 
Canaan until the end of days.’  J. Priest, ‘Testament of Moses’, OTP 1.919.  Chapter 
one extends back to creation and the pre-history of Israel and should also be included.

112. Andrew Chester, ‘Citing the Old Testament’, in D. A. Carson and H. G. M. 
Williamson, ed., It is Written: Scripture Citing Scripture, FS B. Lindars (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 164; Kee, ‘Appropriating the History,’ 52.



Romans 9–11

Hebrews 11:1–12:2 

Revelation 12:1–12 [or 12:1–9, 13–17]113 

Early Christian SIS

1 Clement 4–6, 9–12, 17:1–19:2, 31:1–32:4

5 Ezra 1–2114

Acts of Paul 10

Acts of Thomas 32115

Apostolic Constitutions 7.33.4–6, 7.36, 7.37, 7.38.1–4, 7.39.2–3, 8.12  

Augustine, Catechizing the Uninstructed 3 (5–6)

Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 2–8

Byzantine Rite of Jerusalem116

Christian Sybillines, various (especially book III)

Codex Alexandrinus, 14 canticles appended to Psalter117

Ephraim the Syrian, Of Wars: Demonstrations 5:3
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113. George Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine (BNTC; London: 
Black, 1966), 148.  Hall, Revealed Histories, 126, prefers an interpretation centered on 
the future and thus does not take this text as an SIS.  Eugene Boring argues for chs. 12–
14 as a ‘panorama (literally: “vision of everything”) from before the creation till the end 
of time’; Eugene Boring, Revelation (Interpretation; Louisville: John Knox, 1989), 150.

114. For possible dependence on Matthew, see Graham Stanton, ‘5 Ezra and 
Matthean Christianity in the Second Century’, JTS 28 (1977), 67–83.

115. An ‘Unheilsgeschichte’, according to Harold Attridge, ‘Intertextuality in 
the Acts of Thomas’, Semeia 80 (1997), 95.

116. Nine songs in near-chronological order:  Exodus 15, Deuteronomy 32, 1 
Samuel 2, Habbakuk 3, Isaiah 26, Jonah 2, Daniel 3:26–45, 52–56; Daniel 3:57–88; 
Luke 1:46–55, 68–79.  Kugel, ‘Is There But One Song?’, 337 n. 17.

117. These songs represent an older liturgical tradition; J. A. Miller, ‘“Come Let 
Us Sing to the Lord”: The Biblical Odes in the Codex Alexandrinus’, unpub. Ph.D. 
dissertation (Marquette University, 2006); Kugel, ‘Is There But One Song?’ 336.



Ephraim the Syrian, Nesibine Hymn 57118

Eusebius, Preparation for the Gospel 7:8

Melito, Homily on Passover 47b–105119 

Methodius, Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 7:3b–4120

Origen, First Homily (PG 13:37– 47)121

Origen, Commentary on Song of Songs 1

Prosper of Aquitaine, The Call of All Nations 2:18– 19

Pseudo-Clementine, Recognitions of Clement, 1:27– 71122

Pseudo-Clementine, Homilies 2:16– 17.

Theodotus frag. 51, 52123

One could include in these lists interpretations of passages along SIS lines, such as that 

of Origen on Song of Songs and Jerome’s discussion of the interpretation of 

Ecclesiastes 3 in his commentary on the same.  Matthew 19:30–20:16 was frequently 

 84 

  

———————————

118. Stauffer, New Testament Theology, 349; he thinks it is a ‘more instructive 
example’.

119. Bergren, ‘Tradition History’, 38–9, cites 81–86 and 87–90, but admits that 
this passage extends back before the Exodus; the passage extends from creation to the 
inclusion of the Gentiles after the exaltation of Christ and the judgment of the Jews

120. The Symposium (PG 18.27–220), variously titled On Virginity or On 
Chastity, was written in dialogue with Plato’s Virginity and the Old Testament and 
interprets Song of Songs 6:7–8 as an allegory of history leading to the church.

121. Origen presents a ‘Scriptural tour of canticles’ in chronological order, save 
for the ‘eschatological favorite’, ‘the song of the time to come’, Song of Solomon:  
Exodus 15, Numbers 21:17, Deuteronomy 32:1, Judges 5:1, 2 Samuel 22:1, Isaiah 5:1, 
and Song of Songs, a lyrical ‘set of significant milestones in Israel’s historic journey.’  
Kugel, ‘Is There But One Song?’, 339–42.  Cf. other lists Baehrens, Origenes Werke, 
8.83.

122. Stanley Jones, ‘Jewish-Christian Chiliastic Restoration in the Pseudo-
Clementine Recognitions 1.27–71’, in J. M. Scott, ed., Restoration: Old Testament, 
Jewish and Christian Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 536; Bergren, ‘Tradition 
History’, 40:  ‘review of world history’.

123. Fragments from Clement of Alexandria, Roberts-Donaldson enumeration.



interpreted as an SIS.124

Potential Objection

Recent scholarly trends to attend to story and narrative arguably increase the impetus 

for identifying SIS.  Yet there are potential problems caused by this link:  is an interest 

in SIS simply imposing late twentieth and early twenty-first century preferences and 

categories on the disparate ancient data?  While the growing number of scholars since 

Stauffer interested in ‘summaries’ provides partial answers to this objection, it would 

be helpful to locate ancient evidence for this category.

The canonical placement of a few texts suggests a certain sensitivity to such 

summaries on the part of at least some early Jewish literati.  Psalms 105–106 and 135–

136 suggest a certain ‘SIS consciousness’, and not only because they are placed 

together.125  The first pair of Psalms concludes the fourth book of the Psalter; the latter 

pair appear together after the Psalms of Ascent (120–134) and before a series of 

Davidic Psalms (138–145) and the concluding Hallel Psalms (146–150).  This would 

place Psalm 137, the Babylonian lament, in a canonical group concerned with covering 

the sweep of Israel’s history.  Taking Psalms 135–137 as a unit reinforces rather than 
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124. A. Orbe, ‘San Ireneo y la Parábola de los Obreros de la Viña:  Mt 20, 1–
16’, Estudios Ecclesiásticos 46 (1971), 35–62, 183–206; J. M. Tevel, ‘The Labourers in 
the Vineyard: The Exegesis of Matthew 20, 1–7 in the Early Church’, Vigiliae 
Christianae 46 (1992), 356–80.  The tradition of interpreting Matt 20 in terms of 
redemptive history ran strong through Thomas Aquinas.

125. On the phenomenon of the intentional shaping of the Psalter, see most 
recently Jamie Grant, The King as Exemplar: The Function of Deuteronomy’s Kingship 
Law in the Shaping of the Book of Psalms (SBL Academia Biblica 17; Atlanta and 
Leiden: SBL and Brill, 2004); various works cited in Gerald Wilson, Psalms, Vol. 1 
(NIVAC; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 88; J. Clinton McCann, The Shape and 
Shaping of the Psalter (JSOTsup 159; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993); and Patrick Miller, 
‘The End of the Psalter’, JSOT 80 (1998), 103–10.  Nancy DeClaissé-Walford, Reading 
from the Beginning: The Shaping of the Hebrew Psalter (Macon: Mercer University 
Press, 1997), 2:  ‘In The Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, Gerald Wilson convincingly 
demonstrated that the Psalter evidences purposeful editing and that it told a “story” to 
the ancient Israelites-a story about their past history, their present situation, and their 
hope for the future.’



mitigates the story-summary function, by bringing the ‘older’ expression of Yahweh’s 

creation power, covenant faithfulness and judgment on enemies into conversation with 

contemporary tragedy under imperial oppression (compare especially 135:8 and 136:10 

with 137:9).  Similarly, in the three psalms concluding book four, Psalm 104 constitutes 

an introductory hymn of Yahweh’s power in creation, which leads to the summaries in 

105 and 106.  To my knowledge, the significance of this point is not adduced by 

scholars dealing with SIS or related categories.  The ability of the editors of the Psalter 

to recognize SIS-type texts and in some way class them as a group goes some way 

towards providing evidence that focus on such a category is neither grossly artificial nor 

simply a modern desideratum.  Moreover, the variegated forms employed in these 

psalms provides confirmation that the compositional category of SIS transcends genre 

and form.

Additionally, the eventual placement of Chronicles at the end of the Hebrew 

canon verifies its status as a recapitulation, arguably providing a ‘canonical inclusio’ 

reflective of Genesis–Kings, with both running from Adam to the exile and restoration.  

What is true of this larger, RB version of history is also true for SIS, albeit on a smaller 

scale:  1 Chronicles 1–9 runs the length and breadth in a different way more appropriate 

to the category of summary.  Joshua 24 has long been identified as a ‘fitting’ summary 

of events from Genesis to the events of Joshua.  Deuteronomy 32 shares a similar 

function, summarising as it does the whole of God’s work on behalf of Israel in the 

Pentateuch.  These SIS texts brace readers in the ‘present’ and prepare them for the 

‘future’ by summarising the past.

Finally, the early dates for the DSS and Tannaitic evidence, the Dayyenu (which 

could date as early as the Maccabean period), and the homily of Melito of Sardis (d. 

180 C.E.) indicate the importance of historical summaries for earliest Jewish and 

Christian communities.  The diversity of data also confirms that no one single form, 

such as the adaptation of covenant formulary or liturgical materials, can adequately 

account for all such early religious usage.  In sum, there is justification for seeing SIS as 

a Gattung-transcending phenomenon.
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Implications for the Study of Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus

Various tendencies in these texts provide a base of expectations against which one 

might test an interpretation of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.

The Relevance of Scripture

Interpreters in this period had an irrepressible belief that Scripture’s story was capable 

of addressing their audiences in their contemporary situations (2 Tim 3:16–17).  SIS, 

according to Jeska, ‘nicht selten’ to bring the past to bear on the present.126  This facet 

is sometimes made explicit in SIS (1 Clem. 31:1–32:4; 1 Macc 2; the conclusion of Heb 

11); on other occasions it is implicit, as Evans notes for RB texts.  The whole point of 

rewriting texts is not merely to satisfy historical curiosity, but ‘to “actualize a religious 

tradition and make it meaningful within new situations.”’127

The benefit of identifying SIS (and RB) as a category of ‘the use of Scripture’ is 

that one can reinforce the observation of a text’s ‘relevance’ by the general interpretive 

tendencies in the contemporaneous use of texts with canonical or otherwise 

authoritative status.  Kugel observes: ‘[I]t was precisely the intermittent obsession with 

past events and the necessity of having them bear on the present that gave 

interpretation of all kinds its urgency.’  The one constant in all forms of biblical 

interpretation is ‘the belief that sacred texts have a bearing on the present.’128  ‘Despite 

the great variety of motives and methods evinced in this vast body of material, one 

principle seems to underlie the practical results of the interpretive activity of this 

period.  These interpreters shared a general attitude: biblical interpretation meant 

bringing the Scriptures to bear on their present circumstances.’129  Such observations 
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126. Jeska, Die Geschichte Israels, 19.

127. Halpern-Amaru, Rewriting the Bible, 4, citing Harrington, ‘Palestinian 
Adaptations’, 239–40.

128. Kugel and Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation, 38, emphasis original.

129. Peter Enns, ‘Biblical Interpretation, Jewish’, in DNTB (Downers Grove: 
IVP, 2000), 162.



recall and focus the insights of Kee on the utility of story summaries for 

appropriation.130  Placing Matthew 1:1–17 and other SIS in the category of ‘use of 

Scripture’ reinforces this belief:  Scripture is relevant for the present, and is re-used 

accordingly. 

Relevance as Paraenesis

In a more precise articulation of ‘relevance’, these texts show a strong tendency towards 

paraenetic function, moral instruction through positive and negative examples.  This 

assertion is not uncontroversial.  Many interpreters in Lutheran and evangelical 

traditions avoid such interpretations, and many modern interpreters prefer to stress 

ambiguity in the text and in characterization.  Martin Noth states that ‘[a] legitimate 

“re-presentation” [a term also applied by Noth to certain SIS!] cannot use the individual 

human figures of biblical history as its subjects, either as ethical “models”, which in 

fact they never are, or as exemplary “heroes of faith” since in the biblical narratives 

they are never so presented’.  Characters are not to ‘be imitated’.131  John Goldingay is 

similarly forceful in resisting an anthropocentric application of Scripture:  ‘To 

concentrate on the human deed’ as opposed to the divine act, which as often as not 

works despite human effort not through it, ‘is often to miss the point of it.  Indeed, it is 

not merely to misuse it: it is to bring a message that is its opposite.’132

Despite these scholarly assertions and contemporary interpretive trends, for 

early Jewish and Christian authors salvation history is not opposed to ethical 

instruction, but is in fact the very fount of moral direction.133  This facet is most 
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130. Kee, ‘Appropriating the History’, 64; cf. Swartley, ‘Intertextuality’, 536.

131. Martin Noth, ‘“Re-Presentation” of the OT in Proclamation’, in C. 
Westermann and James Mays, ed., Essays on Old Testament Hermeneutics (Richmond: 
John Knox, 1962), 86.

132. John Goldingay, Models for Interpretation of Scripture (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 39.

133. Brian Rosner, ‘“Written for Us”: Paul’s View of Scripture’, in P. 
Satterthwaite and D. Wright, ed., A Pathway Into the Holy Scripture (Grand Rapids: 



noticeable in the inclusion of characters.  When they appear in SIS, they almost always 

appear for pedagogical purposes, even if they have redemptive historical significance.  

Moreover, multiple characters are often brought into alignment so as to sharpen intent 

by repetition.  This feature is not limited to exempla/example lists (1 Chr 1–9; Ps 

106:30–31; Acts 7).

This feature of SIS fleshes out a general trend in the use of characters in Jewish 

antiquity.  Scriptural characters are so important for paraenetic purposes that they are 

morally streamlined by interpreters.  They undergo disambiguation so as to be entirely 

moral or entirely corrupt so as to more effectively function as examples.  Already the 

Chronicler’s use of Samuel and Kings exhibits this tendency, as does Josephus and the 

Rabbis.134  Peter Enns notes ‘the tendency in Second Temple literature to portray 

biblical figures as ideal types.  Pseudo-Solomon’s descriptions of Noah, Abraham, Lot, 

Jacob, Joseph, the Israelites and Moses in Wis 10:1–21 as unambiguously righteous 

characters is an example of this tendency.’135 

Examples could be entirely positive; they could also be ‘ideally negative’.  

Writing on the SIS in Wisdom 10, Enns cites the fact that Esau was not morally 

ambiguous in early Judaism and the New Testament (Heb. 12:15–17), but rather 

‘singularly wicked—so wicked, in fact, that he came to be a symbolic representation of 

a variety of  Israel’s “enemies.”’136  No indignation is allowed Esau due to his brother’s 
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Eerdmans, 1994), 98–100, notes opposition from notable scholars, including A. von 
Harnack, John Barton, A. Lindemann, and R. G. Hamerton-Kelly.  For criticism of such 
trends in scholarship and in praxis, see also R. P. Gordon, ‘A Warranted Version of 
Historical Biblical Criticism?’ in C. Bartholomew, C. Evans, M. Healy and M. Rae, ed., 
“Behind” the Text: History and Biblical Interpretation (SAHS 4; Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2003), 87; Jason Hood, ‘Christ-Centered Interpretation Only?  Scripture’s 
Self-Interpretation as a Caveat and Guide’, Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical 
Theology 27 (2009), 50–69.

134. Feldman, Studies in Josephus’ Rewritten Bible.

135. Peter Enns, Exodus Retold: Ancient Exegesis of the Departure from Egypt 
in Wis 10:15–21 and 19:1–9 (HSMM 57; Atlanta: Scholar Press, 1997), 29.

136. Enns, Exodus Retold, 30.



deception.  Philo’s comparison of Jacob and Esau (Det. 14.45–46), not cited by Enns, 

makes his point nicely.  Without noting the category of story summaries, Rosner cites 

Acts 7 as well as Psalm 78, Deuteronomy 32 and Nehemiah 9 as texts using the 

punishment of the Israelites for their grumbling, immorality and/or idolatry for ethical 

purposes.137  Here, characters become negative examples individually or corporately, 

functioning as lessons on what not to do:  Stephen intends for his audience to see 

Jewish rejection of Jesus, God’s chosen agent, in line with the Israelites who rejected 

God’s chosen agents Joseph and Moses.  Acts 7 is similar in this regard to the SIS in 

Mark 12:1–12 and synoptic parallels, which could easily have been added to Rosner’s 

list.  Israel’s rebellion throughout history is used by Jesus as he extends the SIS to 

include the even greater moral condemnation deserved by his contemporaries for 

‘rejecting the cornerstone’.  No pains are taken to recount the mixed reception God’s 

prophets received—the data have been streamlined, just as Joseph’s brattish 

provocation of his brothers in Genesis is disregarded in Acts 7.138

‘[A]ll these figures are painted with broad strokes of black and white’ for the 

sake of contemporary audiences, ‘democratized’ so as to serve as ‘models of conduct’ 

for readers.139  Enns is speaking here primarily of the use of characters in Wisdom’s 

SIS, but notes the relevance for a broader pattern of Second Temple literature, citing his 

Harvard doktorvater James Kugel on another SIS, Sirach 44–50:  ‘These once-real 

people have become, essentially, lessons, whose importance can be captured in a line or 

two.’140  Kugel argues that one of the ‘four fundamental assumptions that characterize 

all ancient biblical interpretation’, including the New Testament, was that biblical texts 
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were written down for us, and were therefore ‘relevant’.141  This belief opened doors to 

all manner of application.  ‘Some interpreters saw the OT figures as moral exemplars, 

others as allegorical representations of virtues to be emulated; it matters little, since the 

point in any case is that these historical figures are not merely historical but 

instructional.’  Such characters appear in Scripture, then, that ‘we might learn some 

vital lesson for our lives’.142  Kugel finds this principle to be deeply rooted in tradition, 

perhaps pre-exilic, and temporally sweeping.143

Moreover, if early Jewish SIS illustrate such tendencies, it would not be 

surprising to see the characters of the Old Testament employed this way in early 

Christian SIS.  Again one finds opposition to this notion.  For instance, Clement of 

Rome is said to be responsible for a moralizing ‘slide’ in his interpretation of OT 

characters away from christocentric interpretation.144  Given that Clement is simply 

following Jewish and Christian predecessors such as the author of Hebrews, this is an 

exceedingly difficult charge.  It is not impossible that such observations indicate 

mindsets resistant to seeing characters (including those in the genealogy of Jesus) as 

positive, righteous exemplars.

Such uses of characters as examples are not confined to one form such as 

‘exempla’.  Analysing twenty-five example lists (a category sharing a fair amount of 

overlap with SIS) from antiquity, almost all of them Jewish and Christian given the 

rarity of extant lists outside the tradition, Michael Cosby finds that ‘there was no 

literary form of “example lists of famous people” in antiquity.  In spite of the fact that 
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the lists have the same rhetorical function of persuading audiences by the use of moral 

characters, frequently the only compositional similarity between them is that they give a 

number of examples of famous people instead of only one or two.’  Moreover, ‘[n]o 

one type of literature dominates in the use of these lists.  Indeed, the different styles of 

composition are almost as diverse as are the documents employing the lists.’145  Rather 

than relegating the use of examples or models in SIS to isolated phenomena of 

‘exempla’, it is best to see the use of examples as a crucial component of early Jewish 

and Christian interpretation of Israel’s story and characters capable of appearing in SIS 

quite unlike exempla (Acts 7; Ps 106:30–31; 1 Chr 1–9).

Life situations varied, and ‘circumstances included persecution, self-definition 

amid the influence of Hellenism, support for separatist or revolutionary agendas’, and 

the simple need to keep the Law or qualify or adapt its tenets.  Yet despite a variety of 

life situations and exegetical methods, one finds the proclamation of characters as 

exemplars or moral lessons to exhort readers.146  In order to facilitate such application, 

ancient Jewish characterization and re-presentation violate Noth’s dictum, using 

characters as moral exemplars.  To use the language of literary theorists, summaries of 

Israel’s story, including the genealogy in Matthew 1, are simultaneously analeptic and 

proleptic, injecting life and guidance into the future by use of the past.147  For the 

interpretation of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, these functions provide support for 

seeing the annotations as meaningful for readers, not merely for what they tell the 

reader of their descendant, Jesus.  One should not assume that Matthew’s intention in 

loading the genealogy with allusions is limited to christology.  Interpreters should also 
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resist the urge to put emphasis on the ‘ambiguity’ of characters included in Matthew’s 

genealogy of Jesus, regardless of the attractiveness of this position for postmodern 

interpreters.  If characterization in SIS and in the use of Israel’s characters more broadly 

are a guide, interpreters should perhaps be inclined to search for an interpretation of the 

characters as positive or negative models. 

SIS as Unified Compositions

SIS are unified compositions.148  These unified compositions impose a certain order on 

their constituent parts as they are included in these highly selective summaries in order 

to contribute to the overall argument for which Israel’s story is employed, as Alexander 

notes on RB and Eisenbaum notes on SIS.  Notwithstanding the need to interpret with 

reference to the text within which they lie, SIS form independently identifiable units or 

subunits within the texts in question with their own coherence.  As such, not unlike a 

parable, their particular components belong together in interpretation.  This facet of 

summaries suggests the likelihood that interpreters are correct in attempting to read the 

annotations as a cohesive unit, not as individual, unrelated entities, as suggested by 

other SIS featuring characters (1 Macc 2; 4 Macc. 16).  The background of SIS in song, 

liturgy, covenant formulary and sermon, as well as the relationship to RB (which gener-

ally exhibit clear tendencies to streamline history to comport with the author’s purpose) 

provide some literary and historical perspective on this facet of SIS.  Moreover, the 

imposition of periodization or explicit references to a plan in history can infuse this SIS 

with a unifying sense of divine warrant. 

These observations cast some doubt on the notion that the significance of the 

inclusion of the ‘women’ should be evaluated on a case-by-case basis and that they 

should not be treated as a unit with other aspects of the genealogy.  One should rather 

calibrate expectations on the basis of the use of characters in SIS and look intently for 

an interpretation capable of unifying each element of the genealogy.  The expectation of 
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coherence among characters directly challenges the approach of some recent inter-

preters who argue that there are not necessarily consistent links to be found between 

characters mentioned in the genealogy.

Literary Context

Because SIS, unlike RB, are embedded in a larger text, they cannot be interpreted apart 

from this context and without consideration of the purpose and emphases of the 

document in which they lie.  This characteristic leads Jeska and others to discount the 

tendency to investigate the pre-history for such summaries.  This function suggests a 

need to correlate Matthew’s genealogy not merely with its near context (its features are 

often studied solely in light of the infancy narrative), but with the character of the whole 

of the First Gospel in view.  The unified nature of SIS and their tight relationship to 

context urge a composition critical approach.

 A Story in Need of a Conclusion

Finally, as Wright observes, there is a restorationist tendency in the quest for the 

culmination of Israel’s story, evident in the expectation inherent in many Jewish 

summaries and in Christian summaries.  Israel’s story is in tension.  As noted 

previously, many interpreters see a resolution of this tension in the messianic 

culmination on display in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.

Chronicles and Christian SIS

Chronicles and Christian SIS are particularly relevant for Matthew and deserve special 

consideration.  The former constitutes a source, and the latter texts share his theological 

milieu.149  These SIS cousins of Matthew 1:1–17 reinforce facets of SIS noted above, 

and sharpen their tendencies from a Christian perspective.

Relevance continues to be a crucial element in the use of characters and events 

in the construction of New Testament SIS.  The narrative SIS such as those found in 

 94 

  

———————————

149. Contrast Jeska’s preference for comparison with Jewish passages.



Mark 12 and Acts 13 might be an exception, yet even Mark 12:1–12 and parallels 

dictate a response and expectation for synoptic audiences (an expectation enhanced in 

Matthean redaction by Matt 21:43).  The relevance component of the Chronicler’s 

reworking of the Primary History scarcely requires mentioning, save to reinforce 

previous observations that the annotations in the genealogy carry an instructive and not 

merely descriptive function.  The belief that Scripture (or sacred history generally) is 

relevant for the present means that ancient interpreters use ancient characters and 

events to adumbrate or guide the salvation-historical present and future.

Providing a Christian spin on the ‘restorationist tendency’ noted by Wright, the 

canonical Christian SIS are all clearly messianic in nature, focusing Israel’s story on 

Christ and his mission (vocation).  Crucially for the present text, New Testament SIS 

are not thereby disinterested in ecclesiology, but in fact bring messianic and 

ecclesiological aspects of Christian thought into conversation with one another.  

Revelation 12 relies on Israel’s past and the Messianic experience to shed light on the 

suffering of the church in the present.  Like the remainder of the ‘heroes’ in Hebrews 

11:1–12:2, Jesus’ example is applied to the Christian audience of Hebrews.  The 

Chronicler’s restorationist, ‘messianic’ elevation of Judah and Davidic kingship in the 

genealogical SIS requires correlation with the ‘ecclesial’ inclusion of the other tribes 

(under Judah and Davidic rule); the two facets belong together.

Consideration of the genealogy as an SIS serves to challenge important 

paradigms for the interpretation of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.  One could note that 

‘who’ and ‘from where’ (‘Quis et Unde’) of Krister Stendahl’s influential analysis of 

the first two chapters is narrowly christocentric, and greatly in need of expansion to 

include ‘for whom’ and ‘to what end’, among other elements.150  Raymond Brown goes 
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beyond this to ‘Who and How, Where and Whence’, rightly noting the ‘interlocking 

character of Matthean thoughts’.151  Even this fuller focus, however, remains solely 

christocentric.  Similarly, Stendahl’s earlier, seminal work on Matthew’s use of the Old 

Testament represents the narrow emphasis on formula quotations, and generally 

supports a focus on prophecy in Matthew as concentrated squarely upon Jesus and his 

messiahship.

The emphasis on christological rather than ecclesiological concerns is also 

found for the study of the fulfillment citations.152  But many of these formula quotations 

are meant to shape the readers’ perspective on ecclesiology as well:  Jesus will shepherd 

God’s people Israel (2:6), provide light for those in darkness (4:16), proclaim justice to 

the nations and serve as the object of their ‘expectation’ (12:18, 20, 21).  When he is 

struck, it impacts his sheep (26:31).  SIS trends suggest that such an ecclesiological 

emphasis is not absent from the genealogy, nor would such emphasis apart from 

ecclesiological concerns be found in the remainder of the birth narrative (saving his 

people, 1:21; divine presence with his people, 1:23; shepherding his people, 2:6; 

receiving the nations’ worship, 2:11; sharing Israel’s history and identity, 2:15).  To the 

questions of Stendahl and Brown, one should also at least ask:  ‘for whom’ and ‘to what 

end’.

These christotelic SIS also feature an unhinging function, wherein Israel’s 

characters and institutions are dislodged from ethnically exclusive (or ethnocentric) 

moorings.  The Exodus story (Rev 12), Temple and Land (Heb 11–12; Acts 7; more 

debatably, Mark 12 and parallels), leadership (Acts 7; Mark 12 and parallels), Davidic 

kingship (Acts 7, 13; Rom 9–11, Matt 1, Rev 12) and perhaps exile (Matt 1) are 

appropriated or recast to some degree or another along the lines of Christian 

interpretation.  Among other accomplishments this reinterpretation facilitates the 
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implicit or explicit inclusion of Gentiles, made clear in Revelation 12 (in its wider 

context), Hebrews 11 and 1 Clement (Rahab), and in the paragraphs following the SIS 

in Acts 7 and bookending the SIS in Acts 13 (13:16, 46–48).  It appears that Christian 

SIS tend to include Gentiles in Christian SIS.  As with Christian SIS, the only SIS from 

which Matthew clearly borrows, 1 Chronicles 1–9, famously reflects an openness to 

Gentiles not common in early Jewish literature.  One might also note the unusually 

prominent inclusion of women in the Chronicler’s genealogy and the presence of 

Uriah.153

Conclusion

In this chapter I have investigated a second compositional category to which the 

genealogy belongs, that of Summaries of Israel’s Story.  In drawing attention to this 

compositional category, I am not positing that Matthew is dependent on specific texts 

(although dependence can be granted for Chronicles), thus avoiding Sandmel’s charge 

of parallelomania.154  Yet the methodological clarification of this category shows that 

there is much to explore that is relevant for Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus and that 

proves to be overlooked by previous scholarship, not least of which is the existence of 

this category of ‘story summaries’ and the way in which Matthew 1:1–17 belongs in 

that category.  The following six implications for study of the genealogy may be 

highlighted.

(1) SIS almost always are employed to bring the story of Israel to bear on the 

present and future, a story whose relevance is almost boundless, but particularly useful 

for adumbrating the present or future, and guiding readers’ behaviour and expectations 

about their world.  This relevance is very often reflected in the use of characters and 

events as models, so that ancient characters and events adumbrate or guide the 

salvation-historical present and future.  In particular the Chronicler’s opening chapters 
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fit remarkably well with the argument of the present thesis on Matthew, as the 

Chronicler’s ‘genealogical history’ embraces Israel’s story in its Davidic thrust and her 

role among the nations.  Braun notes that ‘the genealogy as a literary device provides 

the briefest, if to our mind quite unsatisfactory, method of recalling Israel’s history and 

her role among the nations of the world.’155  Thus expectations are produced for readers 

regarding the restoration of Israel in the Land along Davidic, nationalistic and 

universalistic lines; their role as Davidic subjects and heirs of the Land, and the role of 

Israel with respect to the nations, is underscored by aspects of Israel’s story.

(2)  As Alexander noted on RB, the nature of this particular use of Scripture 

prevents exegetical explanation for the interpretation, putting more responsibility on the 

interpreter to read texts carefully and holistically and creating the need to appreciate 

subtlety in authors.

(3)  The embedded nature of SIS within texts indicates the need to interpret the 

SIS passage in light of the whole, a tenet that fits well with a composition critical 

approach.

(4)  Moreover, as they are unified ‘stories’, their constituent parts should be 

self-interpreting in the first instance, then explained in light of the whole text.  

Interpreters should calibrate their expectations, so as to look for a unified approach to 

the constituent elements of a SIS.156

(5)  Named characters are particularly significant as a means by which one 

recalls stories and develops insight, an observation with obvious links to Nolland’s 

work on annotations noted in the previous chapter.

(6)  Tendencies noted in Chronicles and early Christian SIS (Matthew’s SIS 

source and his nearest ideological contemporaries, respectively) frequently include the 
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embrace of Gentiles and the appropriation of Israel’s institutions, including Davidic 

kingship.

The present chapter is not meant to provide the last word on the nature of 

Summaries of Israel’s Story, but rather builds some methodological clarity, provides a 

fuller list of such summaries than previously produced in the scholarly literature, and 

adduces some implications for the interpretation of Matthew 1:1–17.  In one sense, 

getting insight from such a large and variegated body of literature as SIS is as difficult 

as getting insight from all the Scripture citations in Matthew’s world.  Nonetheless, the 

tendencies noted above may function as aids to calibrate the interpreter’s expectations 

so that they are appropriate for interpreting the genealogy in light of the genealogy’s 

inclusion in the compositional category, SIS.  The next step is to investigate the details 

of Matthew 1:1–17, bearing in mind the implications of the genealogy’s two chief 

compositional categories, ‘annotated genealogy’ and ‘summary of Israel’s story’.
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CHAPTER 4

THE KING ‘AND HIS BROTHERS’:  MATTHEW 1:2, 11

The previous chapters described the compositional categories ‘annotated genealogy’ 

and a Summaries of Israel’s Story, which describe Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.  For 

some interpreters, observing an accent on history in the genealogy merely means that 

Jesus is seen as bringing ‘to full realization all that was implicit in individual events, 

persons, and declarations within Israel’s history.’1  For others, including Wright, Eloff 

and Hays, a more particular use of Israel’s story can be found in the genealogy, focused 

on a given plot and resolution.  On this view, elements of Israel’s story may work in 

concert to adumbrate the divine intention for the elect family of Abraham.

What has not been developed in a satisfactory way is the manner in which this 

messianic ‘story summary’ and the two sets of annotations under discussion in the 

present thesis mutually interpret one another.  The scholars cited above have forged a 

deeper correlation between genealogy and plot by highlighting the structural high points 

of the genealogy.  Their analysis points to a ‘story’ in Matthew 1:1–17 focused on 

Jesus’ status as Davidic Messiah, whose vocation is the means to Israel’s restoration 

and the fulfillment of her calling in Abraham.  The beginning (1:1), concluding sum-

mary (1:17), and structural markers such as Davidic kingship and exile are commonly 

adduced as data for the story intended by Matthew.  Other observations on the geneal-

ogy as a summary of Israel’s story (SIS) are usually constrained to the genealogy’s 
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structure or numerical outline.  But Nolland’s thesis on the narrative significance of 

annotations and the investigation into SIS suggest that all the annotations, not just those 

which are part of the structure and the beginning and ending (though these are of course 

crucial), play a part in pointing to the culmination of the story of Israel.  Israel’s story 

sheds light on the work of a messianic, Davidic King who brings that story to its 

appropriate culmination.

Such an assertion is in keeping with the composition-critical concern for attend-

ing to all significant markers in a text.  If a superior interpretation for these annotations 

can be found, particularly one that meshes with the obvious emphasis on Davidic king-

ship, it may clarify Matthew’s perspective on the story of Israel as fulfilled in Jesus, and 

could help solve the ‘puzzle of the genealogy’.  Such an interpretation would be in 

keeping with the expectation created by SIS, whose constituent parts tend to function as 

a self-interpreting unit.

As the present and subsequent chapters examine the annotations of Matthew’s 

genealogy in detail, it must be kept in mind that the trends in genealogies and SIS dis-

cussed in the previous chapter calibrate an interpreter’s expectations for a particular 

passage.  Trends in such summaries reveal that the salvation historical past serves to 

adumbrate the present and future:  the culmination of Israel’s story is adumbrated by 

what has gone before.  Ancient characters and events are often linked to one another 

and to a present character or event so as to render the message of Israel’s story in a 

‘consistent’ manner.  As noted in the review of biblical genealogies, legitimation fre-

quently plays a role and may well rely on Israel’s story to do so, so it would not be sur-

prising if annotations drawing on Israel’s story point to the nature of Jesus’ vocation.  

Additionally, an expectation of ecclesiological significance, not merely messianic sig-

nificance, is produced in many summaries, even those with a messianic thrust.  Finally, 

if the genealogy is a summary and thus, a ‘use of Scripture’, Matthew may employ allu-

sions reflecting the exegetical traits of his era, particularly as they are seen in SIS.  That 

is to say that interpretations of particular characters and concepts alluded to in the 
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genealogy may well reflect those of his contemporaries in a variety of uses of Scripture, 

and not merely in genealogical practice.

The first annotation in the genealogy appears in Matthew 1:2.  Rather than 

simply tracing the messianic line from Jacob to Judah, Matthew adorns the bare geneal-

ogy with a reference to Judah’s brothers:  ’ À  À  � ù  À  ’ ù  À À  

� À  � Â , an addition mirrored in Matthew 1:11.  The present chapter addresses 

the question of what Matthew signifies by adding these phrases to the bare genealogy of 

Jesus.  A consideration of the Gospel context of the genealogy as well as Israel’s Scrip-

tures and interpretive traditions provides a relatively firm answer for Matthew 1:2, and 

a probable interpretation of Matthew 1:11 can be proposed along related lines.  These 

interpretations will also prove to be significant as an explanation of the genealogy as a 

whole is constructed over the course of future chapters.

The Exegetical Options

The significance of the annotation in 1:2 must be investigated before Matthew 1:11 is 

brought into consideration.  A variety of interpretive options has been proposed.

Corporate Unity

Nolan, Gundry (both followed by Eloff) and Schnider and Stenger all contend briefly 

that Matthew intends for readers to perceive the ‘corporate unity’ of the people of God 

in this annotation.2  On this reading Matthew’s mention of ‘his brothers’ connects to 

later references of family language throughout the Gospel, which incorporates Jews and 

Gentiles.  This interpretation is sometimes found in conjunction with an interpretation 

of ‘his people’ in Matthew 1:21 and ‘siblings’ in 25:31–46 as all people (or all 

believers) regardless of ethnicity.

 102 

  

———————————

2. Franz Schnider and Werner Stenger, ‘Die Frauen im Stammbaum Jesu nach 
Mattäus: strukturale Beobachtungen zu Mt 1:1–17’, Biblische Zeitschrift 23 
(1979) 192; cf. Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1–13 (WBC 33A; Dallas: Word, 1993), 10 
and David Garland, Reading Matthew: A Literary and Theological Commentary 
(Macon: Smyth and Helwys, 2000), 17–8.



Gundry proposes that Matthew’s reference to Judah and his brothers serves as a 

portrayal of ‘the people of God as a brotherhood’.  The phrase here ‘prefigures the 

brotherhood of the church’ on the basis of the use of familial language throughout 

Matthew.3  He also finds a similar reference to ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ in 1:11:  

they constitute the people of God, just as Judah and his brothers did in their time.  

‘Throughout Matthew we encounter brotherhood in a wide theological sense’.4  Gundry 

even stretches ecclesiological freight to the use of brother in Matthew 17:1.  Nolan 

similarly states on Matthew 1:2 and 1:11 that ‘the addition of “and his brothers” to the 

names of the two ancestors of Christ who experienced forced migration and suffering is 

of a piece with Matthew’s insistence on the brotherly community of the Messiah, which 

will know persecution, ostracism, and exile as did Israel of old.’5

It is probably too much of a contemporization to see already in Matthew 1:2 a 

forecast of the ‘brotherhood of the church’.  Yet, an emphasis on the corporate connec-

tion of Israel in both 1:2 and 1:11 may well be valid.  Some scholars view the brothers 

as a reference to ‘corporate Israel’.6  Matthew certainly evinces an interest in ‘the 

twelve tribes’ throughout his Gospel.7  

In short, Nolan, Gundry and Johnson fail to highlight fully the importance of the 

singular selection of Judah over ‘his brothers’.  In theological terms, an ecclesiological 
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reference cannot be articulated apart from a christological reference.  Judah, who was to 

rule over his brothers, is theologically significant as a fount for a Davidic messianic 

king.  For those with their ‘treasury of biblical knowledge . . . opened’ there is a 

christological emphasis present in Matthew 1:2.8

Moreover, some commentators appear over-eager to read the inclusion of 

Gentiles into the text of Matthew.  The presence of ‘his brothers’ is almost certainly not 

intended to foreshadow the inclusion of Gentiles, but refers more specifically to Israel.  

Trans-ethnic family language is unlikely both for the genealogy and its near context, 

Matthew 1:21.9  Matthew does not intend for the reader to see beyond the horizons of 

Israel in Matthew 1:21, as many scholars suggest.10  Rather Jesus’ fellow Israelites are 

the most obvious description of ‘his people’.  The reader is never given grounds to 

modify that definition to include Gentiles; seeds for such assumptions may be sown, 

they never come to fruition in the Gospel (in, inter alia, Matt 5:9).  While Matthew 

begins to redefine family around Jesus, he never engages in a universalizing redefini-

tion of ‘family’ language along egalitarian lines, as many modern readers tend to 

assume.11  When Matthew 12:46–50 is compared with the parallel passage in Mark, 

‘brothers’ seems to be in the first instance a commentary on Jesus’ Jewish disciples. 

‘Disciples’ is an addition to Mark, where Jesus appears to be speaking of ‘the crowds’ 

seated around him, and Matthew has Jesus ‘point’ directly to his disciples, not merely 
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8. The phrase is from Ulrich Luz, ‘Intertexts in Matthew’, 128.

9. Pace a common view, espoused by Eric Franklin, Luke: Interpreter of Paul, 
Critic of Matthew (JSNTsup 92; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 213, who 
alleges an allusion to Psalm 130:8, wherein Matthew replaces ‘Israel’, the recipients of 
salvation in the Psalm, with a more universal ‘his people’.

10. ‘The words “his people” are therefore full of meaning that is progressively 
unpacked as the Gospel unfolds.’  Carson, ‘Matthew’, 76.  See similarly Mayordomo-
Marín, Den Anfang hören, 268–70; Mark Allan Powell, ‘The Plots and Sub-Plots of 
Matthew’s Gospel’, NTS 38 (1992), 196 n. 27.

11. Nor is there a pronounced ‘recurrent pro-Gentile bias’, pace Samuel 
Sandmel, Judaism and Christian Beginnings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1978), 362.



look at them.  Similar arguments could be adduced for related controversial passages, 

such as Matthew 25:31–46.  There ‘brothers’ is the subject of much debate, but it can 

hardly be the case that Matthew necessarily has anyone other than the earliest (Jewish) 

disciples in view, though extrapolations could certainly be made.  Jesus assumes a dis-

tinction between ‘brothers’ and Gentiles in Matthew 5:47, a distinction apparently 

ongoing in Matthew 18:15–17.  Such Matthean emphases cast doubt on the thesis that 

Matthew 1:2 is a forward glance at ‘the church’, or Matthew’s community, or inclusive 

of the nations. 

Election and Providence

Raymond Brown proposes that God’s ‘selectivity’, ‘divine providence’ or ‘the divine 

selective process’, is seen in Matthew 1:2.12  But if the primary emphasis of the geneal-

ogy were on God’s character or sovereignty, other characters in Jesus’ line famous as 

illustrations of God’s sovereignty and election would have made more obvious 

choices.13  Furthermore, it is not clear that selectivity would adequately account for the 

presence of ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ in 1:11.  While Mayordomo may be correct to 

note that according to some traditions neither ‘son’ among his brothers was the fir-

stborn, such an observation hardly seems helpful at getting at Matthew’s point, for of 

the other characters in the genealogy, neither Isaac nor Jacob nor Solomon nor David 

was firstborn, and there is no obvious interest in this theme in Matthew.14  Moreover, 

this observation fails to connect meaningfully with Matthew’s messianism, for the Mes-

siah was in fact firstborn.
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12. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 69, 71.

13. Jacob and Esau (Obad; Mal 1:2–3; 4 Esd 3:15–16; Rom 9:13); Isaac and 
Ishmael (Gal 4).

14. Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 234.  With the Roman Catholic 
view of Jesus’ ‘brothers’, a connection could be forged; but this does not appear to be 
Matthew’s own view.



In sum, it is true that Judah is ‘elected’, but it must be stressed that he is elected 

to a position over his brothers.15  He is not simply elected as the one through whom 

Jesus comes without particular regard for vocation.  An interpretive emphasis on ‘elec-

tion’ is certainly appropriate at one level, but not apart from the royal messianic and 

corporate (‘Israel’, as noted above) significance of this annotation.  Providence may be 

part of Matthew’s conception of Israel’s story, but only in the service of more specific 

aspects of that story.

Messianic Interpretation

While the concept of messiahship in the Second Temple period is the subject of much 

scholarly debate, Matthew’s emphasis is sufficiently clear in this royal genealogy, 

thanks to the pronounced emphasis on Davidic lineage and the explicit mention of 

‘David the king’ (1:6), which point readers to a Messiah of the royal sort.  Accordingly, 

some scholars propose taking ‘Judah and his brothers’ as a messianic reference:  

Matthew intends to highlight Judah’s royal line and Jesus’ kingship over ‘his brothers’.  

This interpretation fits the obvious markers of the genealogy (‘king’, 1:6; repeated 

emphasis on ‘Christ’, defined in royal terms in Matt 2:1–6) and the purpose of the 

genealogy as a whole, in which Jesus the royal Messiah caps Israel’s story.  In particular 

Nolland sees a reference to the establishment of Judah over his brothers in Genesis 

49:10, ‘the repository of the promise of the emergence of the messianic line’.16  

Mayordomo agrees that this annotation may point to the royal (messianic) nature of 

Judah’s line, and helpfully notes that this addition functions in much the same way as 1 

Chronicles 5:2, where a slightly fuller annotation explains Judah’s election over his 

brother to a leadership position.17  Royal rule, then, is the crux of the relationship 

implied by the phrase, ‘Judah and his brothers’.  Such an argument contrasts with the 
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15. Paul Gaechter, Das Matthäus-Evangelium (Innsbruck: Tyrolia, 1963), 36.

16. John Nolland, Matthew, 73.

17. Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 252.  Here again, Chronicles seems 
to provide a superior background for Matt 1 than Genesis.



view in Strack and Billerbeck that Matthew’s use of ‘and his brothers’ is meant to stress 

the equality of, or identification with, the brothers—an argument similar to those of 

Nolan, Gundry and Johnson above.18

Crucially, Matthew’s use of ‘brothers’ language in 1:2 and elsewhere does not 

imply democratic equality or rule among equals.19  One can find the use of ‘brothers’ 

for those beneath royalty in Deuteronomy 17:14–20, Psalm 22:22–23 (in light of the 

superscription, regardless of its date), and Hebrews 2:11–16.20  Even when Jesus speaks 

of his own humility and sacrifice and uses his example to quell claims to greatness 

among his disciples, Matthew places such language in a train of narrative events lead-

ing to Jesus’ exaltation over all (Matt 25:31; 26:64; and 28:16–20).  The non-

democratic nature of ‘brotherhood’ is shown particularly in Matthew 28:17 in light of 

Jesus’ identification of the disciples as ‘my brothers’ in 28:10.  These ‘brothers’ are not 

all on an equal footing here, but are worshiping their brother the king.  Matthew 23:8–

12 similarly democratizes the disciples, but retains the elevation of their ‘one teacher’, 

‘the Messiah’.  Matthew’s consistent elevation of Jesus over ‘the brothers’ supports tak-

ing Matthew 1:2 in a messianic sense as a reference to the rule of Jesus over ‘his 

brothers’.

Moreover, Matthew’s interest in the Gentiles should not be interpreted as 

diminishing his appreciation for Jewish restoration, and one should not hurry too 

 107 

  

———————————

18. H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus 
Talmud und Midrasch. Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, Bd. I (München: Beck, 1922), 
14.

19. Similarly, on the non-democratic nature of related language, see Foster, 
Community, Law and Mission, 39.

20. ‘Brother’ is not inherently democratic or egalitarian in Matthew’s context; 
see Andrew Clarke, ‘Paul’s Use of “Brother” Language’, in P. J. Williams, A. D. 
Clarke, P. M. Head and D. Instone-Brewer, ed., The New Testament in Its First-Century 
Setting: Essays on Context and Background in Honour of B. W. Winter on His 65th 
Birthday (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2004), 151–64.



quickly to interpret ecclesiological language in Jew-plus-Gentile terms.21  The specific 

elevation Matthew intends his readers to see here, then, is of Judah over the other chil-

dren of Israel, not the nations, though as we shall see, the latter component is not far 

from view.

Inclusion Without Significance

Several scholars simply suggest that Matthew has no particular reason for including 

‘and his brothers’:  he is merely copying a source, or perhaps short-handing what he 

finds before him in 1 Chronicles 2:1.22  Luz denies that the phrase ‘and his brothers’ in 

Matthew 1:2, 11 is truly Matthean; it does not make ‘sense in terms of Matthean 

interpretation’.23  In a roundabout debate with Gundry on Gundry’s Matthew 

commentary, Douglas Moo criticises the excessive focus on ‘brothers’.  With respect to 

Matthew 1:2, he claims that the attribution of theological motive to ‘and his brothers’ 

requires greater proof than Gundry offers.  The addition could simply be an instance of 

what Moo terms ‘casual’ writing or redaction, ‘due to the copyist’s own habits of 

speech, a desire to abbreviate or expand, or pure inadvertence’, since although Matthew 

often uses ‘brother[s]’ with theological freight, he does not always do so.24  What Moo 

requires is ‘demonstrable textual data that justify us in reading theological significance 

into the term in 1:2’.25
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21. For Matthew’s adherence to a pattern of Jewish restoration in the first 
instance see Joel Willitts, Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King and his distillation of 
this thesis, ‘Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King: In Search of “the Lost Sheep of the 
House of Israel”’, HTS 63 (2007), 365–82.

22. See Johnson for the argument and the counter-argument:  ‘according to this 
view it is difficult to explain why Matthew gives the father of Judah as Jacob while in 1 
Chr 2:1 it is “Israel.”’  Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 151 n. 5.

23. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 81.

24. Douglas J. Moo, ‘Once Again, “Matthew and Midrash”: A Rejoinder to 
Robert H. Gundry’, JETS 26 (1983), 62.

25. Moo, ‘Rejoinder to Gundry’, 63.



Later in this thesis the particular details of the genealogy will be collated in a 

quest to explain Matthew 1:1–17 as a coherent whole, which could provide some of the 

evidence for which Moo calls.  But in the first instance, it is certainly important to 

recall that in the genealogy one finds highly allusive material, in keeping with the use of 

Scripture noted in the previous chapter:  ‘In these writings biblical exegesis is primarily 

implicit.  That is, the text is not cited and then interpreted in a conscious manner 

(though sometimes that happens).  The text is rewritten.  In fact, the text is not primarily 

in view.  It is the story that is in view, and it is retold.’26

This annotation stands out and requires comment, for as Mayordomo observes, 

such an offhand reference to ‘anonymous brothers’ is quite rare.27  Moreover, the 

streamlined nature of the genealogy and Matthew’s economical style suggest that 

whatever material is included is worthy of careful consideration.  One might rather ask 

if the constituent parts of such a sparsely annotated genealogy could function a-

theologically, particularly in light of the discussion of the functions of annotations in 

the previous chapter.  At present, however, an examination of relevant texts will 

provide some evidence that ‘and his brothers’ may be significant, as suspected by 

Gundry and others.  Since Judah and his brothers are important, even crucial, in 

Matthew’s biblical tradition, an examination of their relationship in traditional texts is 

in order.28

Judah and His Brothers in Early Jewish and Christian Tradition

Matthew has made it clear enough that he is writing a messianic genealogy, and we 

should not be surprised if in Matthew 1:2, 11 he employs an allusive means of reinforc-
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26. Evans, ‘Genesis Apocryphon’, 161.

27. Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 252.

28. I leave off the interpretation suggested by Stephen Carlson of Duke 
University in a paper given at SESCOR, 14 March 2009, ‘Making Matthew’s 
Genealogy Count’ (page 22 in the draft I reviewed) that this royal genealogy also 
implies the royalty of his brothers.  Perhaps Carlson will take this suggestion up in the 
future, but for now the present analysis of ‘his brothers’ rules out this interpretation.



ing the primary message of the genealogy:  the genealogy is an affirmation of the royal 

vocation of Jesus in light of Israel’s story.  Jewish tradition on ‘Judah and his brothers’ 

clarifies the significance of Judah’s relationship with his brothers along these lines.

Judah and His Brothers in Genesis

Much of the final third of Genesis is a story of the origins and actions of ‘Judah and his 

brothers’ (Gen 34, 35, 37–50).  Although Joseph is a central character, the narrator 

ensures that one does not miss the other eponymous ancestors, inserting Judah and 

Tamar in Genesis 38.  This inclusion provides for the nadir and subsequent 

transformation of Judah’s character, and appears to shape Genesis 37–50 as something 

of a ‘Joseph and Judah’ saga.

Judah’s early relationship with his brothers and behaviour before the conclusion 

of Genesis 38 illustrate his failures.  It is his idea to sell his brother Joseph as a slave to 

traders, in what appears to be a rather feeble and greedy attempt to avoid his brother’s 

murder.  Early in the text there is an intentional contrast between Judah and Joseph.  

The latter refuses to engage in adultery with a foreign woman, while Judah exercises a 

free-love approach to Canaanite women.  Judah spends time with Canaanites ‘away 

from his brothers’ and relies on them for advice and assistance and sexual pleasure 

(38:1, 12, 20), and YHWH brings death to Judah’s wicked sons (38:7–10).  Conversely, 

YHWH is ‘with Joseph’ and brings him ‘success’ and ‘blessing’ (five mentions, 39:1–

5; three more mentions, 39:21–23).  Like Tamar, Joseph is falsely accused of sexual 

misconduct and vindicated in the face of unrighteous judgment.

This correlation leads to a turning point for Judah, however, as he rightly 

appraises Tamar’s claim to justice.  Judah subsequently displays a consistent, sacrificial 

devotion to his brothers and father.  In the face of Israel’s resistance to sending 

Benjamin to Egypt, Judah reasons with him for the sake of all:  ‘Send the boy with me, 

and let us be on our way, so that we may live and not die—you and we and also our 

little ones.  I myself will be surety for him; you can hold me accountable for him.  If I 

do not bring him back to you and set him before you, then let me bear the blame 
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forever.  If we had not delayed [out of worry over Benjamin’s fate], we would now 

have returned twice’ (Gen 43:8–10).  True to his word, Judah subsequently reasons 

passionately with Joseph when the latter brother attempts to secure Benjamin (Gen 44).  

The only Old Testament example of the phrase ‘Judah and his brothers’ is found in 

Genesis 44:14, as Judah leads his brothers before Joseph.  Faced with the decision of 

whether to abandon another brother to ‘slavery’29 among pagans, he makes the 

righteous decision, acting as the self-sacrificial protector (surety) of his brother, in 

sharp contrast to his previous failures.30

There may be a contrast present in the text between Joseph’s deceitful 

gamesmanship with his brothers, and Judah’s straightforward, sacrificial attitude 

regarding Benjamin and the fate of his family and father.  It is reasonable to take the 

narrative as a whole as a justification of Judah’s elevation to the head of his brothers.  

The divine purpose adduced by Joseph in his life story in Genesis 50:20, ‘the saving of 

many people alive’, is not only accomplished by Joseph’s gifts (e.g., dream 

interpretation) and wisdom in planning, but by Judah’s persistence in orienting his 

family to find sustenance in Egypt.  The capstone appears in Genesis 49:8–12, where 

Jacob blesses his son.

Judah, your brothers shall praise you; your hand shall be on the neck of your 
enemies; your father’s sons shall bow down before you.  Judah is a lion’s 
whelp; from the prey, my son, you have gone up. He crouches down, he 
stretches out like a lion, like a lioness—who dares rouse him up?  The scepter 
shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until 
tribute comes to him; and the obedience of the peoples is his.  Binding his foal 
to the vine and his donkey’s colt to the choice vine, he washes his garments in 
wine and his robe in the blood of grapes; his eyes are darker than wine, and his 
teeth whiter than milk.31 
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29. The same db[ and pais/d language is used of Benjamin’s fate in 44:9–10, 
17; Judah’s voluntary state in his brother’s stead in 44:32, 33; and Joseph’s state in 
39:14 [LXX]; 39:17, 19; 41:12.

30. Compare Jacob’s creation of conflict among his sons earlier in the narrative 
(Gen 37) by his exhibition of extreme favouritism, to which Judah and the brothers did 
not respond well.  The present crisis, also fuelled by his favouritism (Benjamin is the 
lone remaining son of his favourite wife), is overcome by Judah.

31. NRSV cited.  Debates and variations over the translation of several words 



The story concludes, then, with Judah elevated over his brothers as the fount of the 

royal line, not least because he has proven himself worthy to lead.  That this is an 

integral part of the drama of Genesis 34, 35, 37–50 is seen as his three predecessors 

have in fact lost the right to rule, as the preceding four verses show (Gen 49:3–7; cf. 

chs. 34–35; 1 Chr 5:1–2).  The conclusion of Genesis 49 applies the blessings described 

in that chapter not simply to the patriarchs, but explicitly to the ‘twelve tribes’ (49:28a), 

noting that each son received a ‘blessing appropriate to him’ (49:29b ). 

Judah and His Brothers Outside Genesis

Beyond the portrayal of Judah and his brothers in Genesis, one finds in canonical and 

other early literature an emphasis on Judah apart from any specific mention of David.  

This emphasis can initially be seen in the glimpses of Judah’s role in passages such as 

Deuteronomy 33:4–5, 7 and Judges 1.  In these passages, one finds Judah and his 

leadership in conjunction with phrasing similar to that of Matthew 1:2 and ‘your 

brothers’ in Genesis 49:8, ‘his people’ (Deut 33:7) and ‘his brother’ (Jdg 1:3, 17; 

following Judah ‘his brother’ brings Simeon success, while the other tribes experience 

failure).  Numbers 1–2 and 26 both show Judah outnumbering the other tribes, thus 

underscoring and justifying Judah’s geographic spread (26:52–54) and political position 

(compare Judah’s ‘first place’ position in Num 34:19 both before and after the time of 

trial in the wilderness).  Of course, given chronology, David could not be mentioned.  

But such passages show that Judah was seen as leader of ‘his brothers’, quite apart from 

explicit Davidic messianism. 

Even when David is included, Judah is still sometimes celebrated.  Emphasis on 

the tribe of Judah in the genealogies of the Chronicler is illustrated by the weight of 

numbers, an emphasis on the royal Davidic family, and the structural position of Judah 

in the genealogy as the first of the sons of Israel whose genealogy is recounted.32  As 
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are not crucial to the present argument.

32. A minority of Chronicles scholars claim that the Levites and the cult are 
central, to the exclusion of a Davidic emphasis; but this view is not convincing.



Mayordomo notes (cited above), the Chronicler explicitly explains why Judah is greater 

than his brother (1 Chr 5:1–2).33  Psalm 78:67–71 personifies the Davidic king as 

‘Judah’ over against ‘Joseph’ (that is, Ephraim and the Northern Kingdom), ruling all 

Israel.  The Greek Psalter features ‘Judah my king’ (  ù  ) in Psalm 

59:9 LXX and 107:9 LXX, amplifying Judah’s role among his brothers (including 

Ephraim and Manasseh) without the metonymy of the Hebrew (  ), which 

itself refers to Genesis 49.  Similar emphasis on Judah is found in Revelation 5:5 and 

Ezekiel 37:15–28.

Early Judaism retains and amplifies this emphasis on Judah, David, and the 

promises of Genesis 49.  Genealogical data sometimes extends back not merely to 

David, but to Judah as a means of underscoring participation in the royal tribe and the 

right to rule over other tribes (1 Esd 5:5; Sir 45:25; 4Q379 2:1; the ‘prophecy of 

Joshua’ in 4Q522 and 5Q9, col. 2).  Vermes, in his reconstruction of the community at 

Qumran, offers an interpretation of the sect’s self-conception along ‘tribal’ lines.  Rely-

ing in part on the Nahum Commentary, he states that Ephraim was equated with the 

Pharisees and Manasseh with the Sadducees.  ‘[T]he sect saw its defectors as 

“Ephraim” and “Manasseh”, these being the names of the sons of Joseph, associated in 

biblical history with the apostate Northern Kingdom, and referred to itself as the 

“House of Judah”, the faithful South’ who would rule over the rest.34  This emphasis on 

real or metaphorical ancestral descent as a barometer of one’s vocation and identity can 

also be found for other tribes as well, in passages such as Judith 9:1–2; Esther 2:5–6 

(see Grk Est 11:2) in light of ‘Haman the Agagite’ (Est 3:1, 10; 8:3, 5; 9:24, in light of 

1 Sam 14:51; 15:1–35); and 1 Maccabees 2:26, 54.35
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33. The absence of Judah in the genealogy of Ruth 4 is not a demotion; mention 
of Judah is rendered unnecessary by the mention of Judah as Perez’s father in 4:12, and 
further explained by the desire to put David in 10th position in his own genealogy.

34. Geza Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (revised ed.; 
London and New York: Penguin, 2004), 62–3.

35. Compare the ‘sons of Japheth’ in the War Scroll (1QM 1:5).  J. A. Goldstein 



The emphasis on Judah’s elevation to a position over ‘his brothers’ permeates 

early Jewish literature.  One finds explicit citation of Genesis 49 at Qumran (4Q252).  

Jubilees 31:18–20 elevates both Judah and Levi, with the former as the locus of the 

Abrahamic covenant promises.  Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs are particularly 

relevant given their age and significance.  Royal hopes are thrown onto David’s heir as 

the recipient of the promises leading to Israel’s restoration, but only by mentioning the 

person and office of Judah, usually via the lips of his brothers (Test. Reub. 6:7, 11–12; 

Test. Sim. 7:1–2; Test. Lev. 2:11; Test. Dan. 5:10–11; Test. Naph. 5:1–5; 8:1–8; Test. 

Gad 8:1; Test. Jos. 19:11/A; Test. Benj. 11:2–4).  Notably, the Patriarchs routinely 

mention the exile of all twelve; nine; or ten (Test. Jos. 19:1) of the tribes, before Judah 

(often coupled with Levi in a diarchic messianic model) leads the respective tribe to 

restoration.36  Pseudo-Philo has Joshua himself elevate Judah (LAB 21:5), explicitly 

citing Genesis 49:10 as in need of fulfillment and a goal to which Israel’s story was 

headed.  Jubilees and the testamentary literature both follow Genesis 49 and Judges 1 in 

explicitly identifying the tribes as ‘brothers’, and sometimes feature the inclusion of the 

Gentiles (although much of this in the Testaments may be Christian interpolation).  

Christian tradition follows Jewish literature in elevating Judah.  Revelation 7:5 places 

Judah at the head of Israel in a revised list of the 12 tribes.  In sum Matthew’s context 

contains much support for seeing a messianic reference in the phrase ‘Judah and his 

brothers’ in Matthew 1:2, derived from Genesis 49.
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suggests that Judah Aristobulus I may have received his name in hopes of alluding to a 
unified Levitical-Judean reign, modifying the (sole) reign for Judah in Gen 49:8–12 in 
conjunction with Isa 9:6 (‘wonderful counselor’); J. A. Goldstein, ‘The Hamsonean 
Revolt and the Hasmonean Dynasty’, in W. D. Davies and Louis Finkelstein, ed., 
Cambridge History of Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 330–
1.  1 Maccabees speaks throughout of ‘Judah and his brothers’, perhaps intending an 
echo of Gen 49 (see 1 Macc 2:66–3:5) as part of the characterization of Judas 
Maccabeus as a leader like his namesake, Judah, his Levitical tribal affiliation 
notwithstanding.

36. While R. H. Charles and others once thought these references to Davidic 
kingship to be later Christian interpolations, such arguments are no longer widely 
followed. 



Many different aspects of early Jewish and Christian tradition, including avail-

able Targumic tradition and LXX evidence, point to a messianic fulfillment for Genesis 

49 and hold this text to be of particular importance in such speculation.37  In some 

instances, such as the targums to Genesis 49 and LXX of Genesis, clarification is added 

by inserting an explicit mention of ‘the Messiah’, or by translating or interpreting 

Genesis 49 and Deuteronomy 33:4–5, 7 in conjunction with explicitly Davidic texts 

such as Isaiah 11.38  Chester states that in earliest Judaism ‘certain texts are very 

obviously important’ for the articulation of Davidic messianism:  he cites Numbers 

24:17, Isaiah 11:1–5, Genesis 49:8–12 as ‘seminal for the development of Davidic or 

royal messianic hopes both at Qumran and also more widely’.39  Writing on evidence of 

messianism in the LXX, Chester agrees with Horbury that Genesis 49:1, 9, 10; Numbers 

23:21; and Deuteronomy 33:4–5 assume the role of ‘key’ messianic texts, with Genesis 

49:9–10 reflecting input from Isaiah 11.40  Similar claims are made for Qumran.41  In 

light of these three most commonly messianic texts, it is tempting to suggest that Mat-

thew may have chosen to allude to three of these passages in his opening chapters.  If 
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37. Gen 49 is one of two texts interpreted messianically in Tg. Onq.

38. Nolland states that a messianic interpretation of Matt 1:2 is very much in 
line with the targumic tradition on Gen 49:8–12; John Nolland, Matthew, 73 n. 19.  See 
Andrew Chester, Messiah and Exaltation: Jewish Messianic and Visionary Traditions 
and New Testament Christology (WUNT 2.207; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 353–
4, 531–2; Joachim Schaper, Eschatology in the Greek Psalter (WUNT 2.76; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1995), 83–4, esp n. 319.

39. Chester, Messiah and Exaltation, 273.

40. Chester, Messiah and Exaltation, 280, citing William Horbury, Messianism 
Among Jews and Christians: Twelve Biblical and Historical Studies (London and New 
York: T. & T. Clark, 2002), 29–31, 42–51, 127–32.  On the priority of these three 
pentateuchal texts in early messianic Judaism and especially the Greek Bible, see also 
Horbury’s earlier version of an essay in Messianism, William Horbury, ‘The Messianic 
Associations of the Son of Man’, JTS 36 (1985), 39, cited by Schaper, Eschatology in 
the Greek Psalter, 116.

41. Chester, Messiah and Exaltation, 339, on Gen 49:10 as one of three crucial 
messianic texts at Qumran.



what is claimed for Genesis 49:8–12 in the background of ‘and his brothers’ holds true; 

if there is a reference to the ‘branch’ (nzr in Matt 2:23) of Isaiah 11, as is sometimes 

suggested; and if the star arising in Israel/Jacob (Matt 2) is meant to remind readers of 

Numbers 24; then imprints from three of the most significant texts used to articulate the 

identity and role of a Davidic Messiah in early Judaism appear in Matthew’s first two 

chapters.  Early in the Christian era, Genesis 49:8–11 is included in a similar cluster of 

messianic texts in Justin (1 Apol. 32–34), a passage drawing on Matthew’s early chap-

ters and emphasizing Jesus’ royalty À  ù .

Despite this evidence for the relevance of texts void of David’s name, recent 

studies of early messianism do not always look beyond an explicit reference to David 

for evidence of an interest in royal messianic restorationism.  One particular egregious 

example may be cited from Edwin Freed. 

Except for a few passages in the Gospels, Jesus as a descendant of David (as in 
the genealogies) was never an important belief for New Testament writers.  The 
theologian who wrote the letter to the Hebrews argues that Jesus was a priest 
like Melchizedek. Therefore, like that priest, Jesus had no genealogy.  The 
author of Hebrews writes that Christ was the Son of God and eternal high priest. 
He was ‘without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither 
beginning nor end of life, but resembling the Son of God, he remains a priest 
forever.’  But according to the author of Hebrews, Christ was not descended 
from the priests:  ‘He does not have their genealogy’ (Heb 7:6).  The important 
thing in Hebrews is that, as with Aaron, Christ was called by God.  We might 
question whether the author of Hebrews was actually trying to negate the 
tradition about Jesus preserved in the genealogy, if not the stories of Jesus’ birth 
altogether.42

This selection from Freed is notable in the lack of attention paid to the importance of 

descent from Judah.  In order to argue for the diminution of Jesus’ Davidic descent in 

early Christianity, Freed has to read Hebrews 7:6 entirely out of context.  The author of 

Hebrews explicitly notes Jesus’ origin from the tribe of Judah a mere eight verses later 

(7:14) and states that this is common knowledge.  One suspects that the whole point of 

bringing in Melchizedek seems to be occasioned by the obvious problem of a Judean 

(and therefore Davidic, non-Levitical) Messiah serving as a priest.
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42. Edwin D. Freed, The Stories of Jesus’ Birth: A Critical Introduction (The 
Biblical Seminar 72; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 20–1.



The implications for Matthew 1:2 both from Judah’s role in the primary sources 

and Freed’s negative example are clear:  the presence of Judah alone is adequate to 

trigger messianic implications, particularly when Judah appears juxtaposed against the 

brothers over whom he rules, those who ‘praise him’ (Gen 49).  Failure to attend to 

such messianic implications leads to embarrassing exegesis.  

Additionally, Judah’s character, far from being determined by his earlier failure, 

is celebrated by Josephus along the transformative lines in the Genesis narrative as 

described above.  In Josephus’s account of the saga of the brothers, the drama of 

Joseph’s refusal to let his sons return to Egypt with Benjamin is heightened as the 

famine grows extreme.  Judah’s winning entreaty to his father illustrates his great trust 

in divine providence (Ant. 2.6.5).  Josephus highlights Judah’s determination ‘to hazard 

himself for the preservation of his brother’ (2.6.8; cf. Philo, de Ios. 38).  His lengthy 

speech before Pharaoh shows him ‘being very willing to undergo any thing whatever 

[even death] for the deliverance of his brother, cast himself down at Joseph’s feet, and 

earnestly labored to assuage and pacify his anger’ (2.6.8).  Philo’s portrait of Judah 

ignores the sin and transformation in Genesis 38 and downplays Judah’s greed in Gen 

37, saying instead that Judah ‘substituted a lighter evil for the greater, substituting 

slavery for death’ in order to prevent his death at the hands of the brothers ‘who had 

conceived an irreconcilable hatred against’ Joseph (de Ios. 4).  Josephus and Philo both 

illustrate the streamlining of characters for moral utility noted in the previous chapter.

Perhaps one other curious datum in Matthew could be explained by an 

appreciation of the significance of ‘Judah and his brothers’.  The author has changed 

the order of Jesus’ brothers as he found it in Mark 6:3.  In Matthew 13:55, Judah 

(usually of course translated Judas) is now fourth—as was Judah among the sons of 

Jacob.  This arrangement is not muted by Jesus’ status as the ‘older brother’, if 

Matthew holds the four to be Joseph’s natural sons.  Since Matthew assumes the virgin 

conception and birth of Jesus, this explanation for the re-ordering is plausible.  While 

this thesis cannot be proved, it may indicate a certain sensitivity to ‘Judah and his 
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brothers’.  Solomon is the fourth of David’s sons born to Bathsheba in 1 Chronicles 3:5 

(contrast 2 Sam 12:24–25, which indicates that he is second).  Perez, from whom 

comes the royal line, is the fourth of Judah’s sons (Gen 38).  In one text Philo refers to 

Judah (and only Judah) by birth order, as ‘the fourth in age’ (de Ios. 4 and 38).43  

‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’: Matthew 1:11

If Matthew 1:2 indicates the rule of Judah’s son over ‘his brothers’, what of the 

identical phrase in 1:11?  Scholars have made proposals explaining ‘and his brothers’ in 

Matthew 1:11 with and without making connections to 1:2.  The views considered 

above on Matthew 1:2 are sometimes applied to Matthew 1:11, and of course the 

relative weaknesses and criticisms of those theories also apply.

 Straightaway it is crucial to point out the textual confusion regarding the name 

of � ù �  (Matt 1:11–12), from  (1 Chr 3:16, 17) which name is another form of 

Jehoiachin.44  Davies and Allison summarise the difficulties and are worth quoting at 

length:  

Josiah has four sons, the second being Jehoiachim, the father of Jechoniah and 
Zedekiah. . . . Jehoiachin was an alternative name for Jechoniah (2 Kgs 24.8–
16/2 Chr 36.9–10) � ù  was used for both Jehoiachin (Jechoniah) and 
Jehoiachim (e.g. 2 Kgs 23.36; 24.8–16); the two names are confused in 1 Esd 
1.41 LXX45; and both Jehoiachin (Jechoniah) and Jehoiachim apparently had 
brothers named Zedekiah, which explains why 2 Chr 36.10 erroneously makes 
king Zedekiah the brother of Jehoiachin instead of Jehoiachim.  All this strongly 
suggests the possibility of a textual or scribal mistake behind Mt 1.11.  And yet . 
. . [Jechoniah and Jehoiachim] (which are found in 1 Chr 3.16–17, upon which 
Matthew’s sources presumably drew) are not so close as to be naturally 
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43. If Judah son of Joseph played a significant role in the Jewish-dominated 
sphere of the early church, one might have more evidence, but the evidence is mixed.  
See Richard Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus in the Early Church 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1990) for debate.

44. For what follows, see Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 181–6; Allison and 
Davies, Matthew 1–7, 178–9; Luz, Matthew 1–7, 80; John Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His 
Brothers (Matthew 1:11)’, BBR 7 (1997), 172–3.  Note the incorrect spelling of 
Jechoniah’s name in Greek in Luz, n. 15, indicative of the lexical confusion 
surrounding this king.

45. I (not Davies and Allison) note that the Esdras passage could be a simple 
instance of genealogical telescoping, as would 1 Chr 3:16–17, where Jechoniah is the 
son of Jehoiakim.



confused.  Further, 1 Chr 3:17 calls Jechoniah ‘the captive’ (’assir/ ), and if 
this lies behind the association of Jechoniah and the deportation to Babylon in 
Mt 1.11–12, � ù  must be original.

To add to the confusion, Jeremiah 52:31 LXX has Joachim for Jechonias (cf. Jeremiah 

22:24 LXX A); 2 Kings 24:6–15 LXX has Joachim for Jechonias; and Joachim is also 

the name of Jechoniah’s father (also spelled Joachim in LXX tradition), a grandson of 

Josiah not present in Matthew’s genealogy.46  Later Jewish legend has Mattaniah as the 

original name of Jehoaichin.47

Several interpretations specific to 1:11 must be considered.

Textual Emendation

Given the textual problems in the biblical tradition, at least two hypothetical textual 

emendations have been proposed for 1:11.  The first view, proposed by Anton Vögtle, 

holds that a scribe overcame a difficulty in Matthew’s original text (purported to be 

‘Josiah begat Jehoiakim and his brothers’48), ostensibly written to facilitate a 

description of the exile as originating in Jehoiakim’s reign.  Given ‘exile’ as the turning 

point, a scribe then changed Jehoiakim to Jechoniah on the basis of LXX use of 

Jechoniah for Jehoiakim, in an effort to preserve genealogical continuity.  Vögtle 

proposes that, given Matthew’s interest in the royal lineage of Jesus, the presence of 

‘and his brothers’ in Matthew 1:11 may indicate the multiple brothers of Jehoiakim-

Eliakim who reigned as kings (Jehoahaz and Mattaniah-Zedekiah).  Yet this theory 

ignores the identical appendage in Matthew 1:2, and fails to explain why Matthew 
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46. The most extreme confusion is found in Eusebius’s fragment of Eupolemus 
(Eccl. Hist. 9.39.1):  Jehoiakim, Jechoniah, and Zedekiah appear to be conflated into a 
single ruler, ‘Jonachim’.

47. L. Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews: vol. 4, from Joshua to Esther (trans. 
H. Szold; 1911), 286.

48. Note the title of his essay:  Anton Vögtle, ‘“Josias zeugte den Jechonias und 
seine Brüder”; Mt 1:11’, in H. Gross and F. Mussner, eds., Lex Tua Veritas: Festschrift 
für H. Junker (Trier: Paulinus, 1961), 307–13.



would wish to reference these characters.  After all he has omitted characters (three 

kings) earlier with no such reference.49

 Masson likewise proposes that the original text was emended by a scribe.50  In a 

Semitic original, ‘Jehoiakim and his brothers’ came between Josiah and Jechoniah, all 

before the reference to the exile.  When translated into Greek, however, the resulting 

‘Jehoiakim begat Jehoiakim’ (again, using a supposedly common translation for 

Jechoniah) was dropped.  Thus far the theory is interesting, but it then requires a final 

step:  Jechoniah must replace Jehoiakim as the genealogy advances text-critically, such 

that Matthew skips a begetting.  Masson uses this solution to his advantage elsewhere 

in his text in a remarkable attempt at harmonizing Luke and Matthew:  the childless 

Jechonias adopts Salathiel, a son of Neri (so Luke 3:27) who had married Jechoniah’s 

daughter.  Neri was descended from David through Nathan, and thus Salathiel becomes 

Jechoniah’s legal heir, capable of tracing his lineage to David independently.

 Such solutions relying on emendation, though not without a touch of genius, are 

‘a refuge and strength, an ever present help in time of trouble’.  Even if all other 

solutions go begging, emendation without text critical evidence could only be 

acceptable in the most tentative way.51  A second great weakness is that, unlike the 

other solutions on offer, efforts at emendation avoid reckoning with Matthew’s 

genealogy as we currently possess it.  Admittedly, the difficulties in interpreting the 

genealogy as it stands seem to invite hypothetical solutions, but the present research 

strives for an interpretation of the genealogy on its own terms. 
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49. Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 234 n. 170; citing Gerard Mussies, 
‘Parallels to Matthew’s Version of the Pedigree of Jesus’, NovT 28 (1986), 38, who 
follows Vögtle, ‘“Josias zeugte den Jechonias und seine Brüder”; Mt 1:11’, 309.

50. J. Masson, Jésus Fils de David dans les Généalogies de Saint Matthieu et de 
Saint Luc (Paris: Téqui, 1982).

51. Admittedly there is some evidence in Matthew’s textual tradition of 
uncertainty; but the evidence does not provide evidence for the theses offered by 
Masson and Vögtle; so Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 243 n. 169.



John Nolland

‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ has recently been explored by Nolland.  He first describes 

previous attempts at interpreting the relationship expressed by ‘brothers’ as non-literal, 

concluding, ‘Nothing [is] gained by moving from literal to non-literal brothers.  Given 

the unsatisfying outcome of the search for non-literal brothers, and the use of the 

identical phrase ‘and his brothers’ in Matthew 1:2, where the ‘brothers’ are quite literal 

brothers, it would seem best to proceed at this point on the basis of a puzzle about 

unexplained literal brothers.’52  Nolland attempts to tie the meaning of the annotation 

not to Matthew 1:2, but to what is absent from Matthew’s genealogy, namely, the three 

omitted kings between Joram and Uzziah.  He plausibly suggests that Matthew 

opportunistically uses the similarity between the two names of Uzziah and Azariah in 

the Lucianic tradition to telescope the genealogy, thus preserving the fourteen-

generation schema.53  According to Nolland, Matthew has earlier used similarity of 

name as a warrant for dropping three generations, and here resorts to a similar 

technique in order to ensure numerical consistency.54  Therefore Matthew modifies the 

name (already similar in the Greek textual traditions he inherited55) to clue in his 

readers to ‘a deliberate confusion of father and son’:  ‘“Josiah begat Jechoniah and his 

brothers” is patently not true:  Jechoniah is a grandson, not a son, and he does not seem 

to have had any brothers.  The alert reader is set to ponder and recalls that this 
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52. John Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His Brothers (Matthew 1:11)’, 173–4.

53. Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’, 172.  He also allows that a reference 
to the three generation curse on the household of Ahab may be intended, citing Masson, 
Jésus Fils de David, 116–24.  A similar argument to Nolland’s, that Matthew is 
preserving a fourteen-generation scheme, is offered by Reji Mathew, ‘Die Genealogie 
Matthäus 1,1–17 im Rahmen der Christologie des Matthäusevangeliums’, unpublished 
Ph.D. dissertation, (University of Erlangen-Nürnberg, 1997), 55; as to Jechoniah’s 
inclusion, Mathew states, ‘Da der Evangelist Jojachin als die wichtigste Gestalt der 
exilischen Zeit ansieht.’

54. Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’, 171–2.  

55. One wonders just how many such traditions Matthew could have seen.



Jechoniah is also known as Jehoiakim, and that this other name is a name which he 

shares with his father.’56  The numerical generational scheme is preserved and Josiah is 

brought within a generation of the exile.57

It is certainly possible that the omission of Jehoiakim works in concert with the 

preceding omission of three kings to preserve a fourteen generation scheme.  One 

wonders, however, why Matthew would not simply use the actual name used for both 

characters, Jehoiakim.  Nolland anticipates this objection and states this would only 

imply the father; but this after all is the shared name and the means by which the reader 

who is ‘set to ponder’ would make the connection with the son Matthew purportedly 

desires!  Furthermore, it is impossible to see how Matthew could really intend his 

readers or hearers to perceive the textual difficulties on which Nolland’s argument 

relies.58  While some of Matthew’s readers are savvy, none are likely to be text critics.

This position fails to provide a reasonable explanation for the presence of 

‘brothers’ in 1:11 and leads to the question of the precise identity of Jechoniah’s 

‘brothers’.  It seems especially important to consider how Matthew 1:11 might relate to 

the identical comment in 1:2.  Nolland does not return to Matthew 1:2 and attempt to 

correlate these two annotations, save to reinforce his argument that literal brothers are 

intended.59  While the omission in Matthew 1:8 is closer to 1:11, it is perhaps not so 
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56. Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’, 176.

57. Similarly, Davies and Allison:  ‘So we should consider the possibility that 
Matthew deliberately omitted Jehoiachim in order to keep his 3 x 14 pattern from 
Solomon to the exile.’ Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 178–9.

58. Wilkins offers an analogous explanation to Nolland’s, but admits:  ‘The 
major difficulty with this view is that there is no conclusive evidence that Jeconiah, 
unlike the name Jehoiakim, evoked images of both persons.’  Wilkins, Matthew, 62 n. 
26.  Even further beyond the range of reason is the belief of Carter, that Matthew wants 
the reader to see a link between Perez (disenfranchised in Gen 46:12) and the exiled 
(disenfranchised) brothers of Jechoniah; Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 58.

59. He similarly doubts that the four women in Matt 1:3–6 are linked by one or 
more common threads.  See John Nolland, ‘Four (Five) Women’ and his recent 
commentary, Nolland, Matthew, 72–6.  He concludes that ‘each is included primarily 
because of her unique individual potential for evoking important aspects of the story of 
Israel’s history.’  Nolland, Matthew, 77.



close as to guarantee that a reader would look for clues there rather than looking to the 

identical phrase, ‘and his brothers’, in Matthew 1:2.  It is also possible that Exile as a 

non-genealogical pivot provides justification for seeing a non-literal, metaphorical 

relationship between Jechoniah and his brothers.  Matthew does not get fourteen 

generations in his final grouping.  This apparent lack of interest in numerical precision 

suggests one might look elsewhere for an explanation of Jechoniah and his brothers.

Finally, one can draw on Nolland’s own description of annotations as the means 

by which genealogists allude to fuller history.60  Nolland does not always spell the 

significance of this allusion out, save for a mention of Israel’s ‘glories and tragedies’ 

and a reference to Matthew’s attempt to ‘evoke significant features of the period of the 

Babylonian conquest and to span the final two generations of the Judean monarchy’.61  

In light of Nolland’s own work, would not readers be considerably more inclined to pay 

attention to additions than omissions?  Such omissions are a common feature of biblical 

and postbiblical Jewish genealogies (e.g., Josh 7:1, 24; Zech 1:1 in light of Ezra 5:1; 

Jub. 19:24; 4Q379 2:1), and omitted figures are not featured, but overlooked, whereas 

annotations are employed to attract the reader-hearer’s attention.  The following 

interpretation does not necessarily run counter to that proposed by Nolland, but 

Nolland’s interpretation of Matthew 1:11 by itself is inadequate apart from a 

consideration of how this annotation works with others so as to shed light from Israel’s 

history on the Messianic subject of the genealogy.

Overlooked Evidence for the Interpretation of Jechoniah

Despite these scholarly efforts at explaining ‘and his brothers’ in Matthew 1:11, some 

evidence for the interpretation of Jechoniah has not played a role in scholarship.  In 

contrast to most modern readers of Scripture, Josephus employs Jechoniah in a 

remarkably positive sense (amplifying 2 Kgs 24:8–16), citing his own words:
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60. See John Nolland, ‘Genealogical Annotation’; also addressed in Nolland, 
‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’, 169, 177.

61. Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’, 169, 177, respectively.



But still, John, it is never dishonorable to repent, and amend what has been done 
amiss, even at the last extremity.  You have an instance before you of Jechoniah, 
the king of the Jews, if you have a mind to save the city, who, when the king of 
Babylon made war against him, did, of his own accord, go out of this city before 
it was taken, and did undergo a voluntary captivity with his family, that the 
sanctuary might not be delivered up to the enemy, and that he might not see the 
house of God set on fire on which account he is celebrated among all the Jews, 
in their sacred memorials, and his memory is become immortal, and will be 
conveyed fresh down to our posterity through all ages.  This, John, is an 
excellent example in such a time of danger; and I dare venture to promise that 
the Romans shall still forgive you.62

Remarkably, this text and others like it have been completely overlooked in discussions 

about Jechoniah in Matthew 1.63  Critchlow argues that Josephus was self-interested, 

using Jechoniah to paint himself in a positive light.64  Although the story has a self-

serving element as employed in Jewish War, Josephus’s ability to employ this 

interpretation requires a certain feasibility for the assertion that Jechoniah was 

‘celebrated among all [or at least some of] the Jews’.  It is not difficult to imagine that 

Matthew (5:38–48; 26:52–54) shares Josephus’ interest in finding and exploiting 

exemplars of non-violent responses to pagan empires.  Feldman also offers evidence 

suggesting that the common modern negative view of Jechoniah is not the only 

approach an ancient interpreter could draw out of Scripture.65

Canonical material already provides warrant for Josephus’s positive 

interpretation of Jechoniah.  Jeremiah 27–29 and Baruch prescribe a cocktail of 

repentance, along with submission to Babylon and hope in the God of Israel, which 

appears to apply to Jechoniah.  On this basis Jeremiah 29:4–13 would be read as 

referring to an audience that included Jechoniah, who would have accrued divine 

 124 

  

———————————

62. War 6.2.1, emphasis added.

63. One partial exception is Davis, ‘Fulfillment of Creation’, whose work is 
examined in a subsequent chapter.

64. James Critchlow, ‘Looking Back for Jeconiah: Yahweh’s Cast-Out Signet’, 
unpublished Ph.D. diss. (University of Edinburgh, 2005).

65. On the rehabilitation of Jechoniah/Jehoiachin in the Rabbis and Josephus, 
see Feldman, Studies in Josephus’ Rewritten Bible, 437–49; Strack and Billerbeck, Das 
Evangelium nach Matthäus, 35.  



approval by surrendering to Babylon in 2 Kings 24:12 and, perhaps, by repentance, 

even after the emphatic condemnation of Jeremiah 22:24–30.  Baruch 1:3 makes 

Jechoniah’s presence explicit and the remainder of the epistle details a repentant 

response, offerings, and a prayer.

Israel’s Scriptures subsequently envision restoration for the royal line through 

Jechoniah in passages such as 2 Kings 25:27–30 and Jeremiah 52:31–34, where he is 

released from prison, well-fed and well-clothed, seated ‘above the other kings’ exiled in 

Babylon.  In light of these passages Haggai 2:20–23 functions as a revisitation of the 

‘cast off’ nature of Jechoniah-as-signet-ring.  According to Babylonian records, 

Jechoniah received some twenty times the oil a normal prisoner would get, and his sons 

are also on the dole.66  Scholars have also found Jechoniah in Isaiah 52:13–53:12.67  In 

Jeremiah 28 some contemporary commentators see Jechoniah as a ‘chief royal 

representative’ and ‘representative sufferer’ on whom ‘the sins of Judah’ fall.68  Taken 

as a whole, the canonical and extra-canonical presentation could be construed as the 

result of Jechoniah obeying the call of Jeremiah 29 to be willing to go to Babylon, and 

receiving favour as a result.

But when did Jechoniah’s transformation or repentance begin?  Song of Songs 

R. 8:6 offers a creative midrash through revocalizaton, associating the ‘casting off’ of 

Jechoniah with the very moment of his being ‘made straight by repentance’; the belief 

behind the midrash draws on earlier tradition (b. Sanh. 37–38).  According to Josephus, 

in his role as representative and leader, Jechoniah the ‘good and pious’ king offered 

himself and some of his Â  to Babylon ‘for his country’ (Ant. 10.11.2, 10.7.1) 
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66. Pritchard, ANET, 308.

67. Goulder, ‘“Behold My Servant Jehoiachin”’, VetT 52 (2002), 175–90, 
picking up a century-old interpretation.

68. Peter Craigie, Page Kelley and Joel Drinkard, Jeremiah 1–25 (WBC 26; 
Dallas: Word, 1991), 323.  For this reference and more ancient and contemporary 
interpreters who rehabilitate Jechoniah, see Jeremy Schipper, ‘“Exile Atones for 
Everything”: Coping with Jeremiah 22:24–30’, JSOT 31 (2007), 481–92.



and goes into exile.  He paints Jechoniah as just and gentle, a description he shares with 

Hezekiah, Samuel, Nehemiah and Jehoiada in Antiquities, in explicit contrast to 

Zedekiah’s moral character (10.7.1–2).  Jechoniah’s treatment in Babylon (Ant. 10.11) 

is elevated even over his restored status in the original canonical story.  As cited above 

in Strack-Billerbeck, Feldman and Ginzberg, Josephus shares a wider rabbinic tradition, 

early strands of which could have been known to Matthew, which concluded that 

Jechoniah led Israel in repenting, thus securing both his release and the future of his 

progeny and Israel.  And in keeping with the streamlining tendencies of characterization 

in Second Temple literature, noted in the previous chapter, the positive glimpses of 

Jechoniah in captivity in 2 Kings 25:27–30 and Jeremiah 52:31–33 could certainly 

invite a more positive appraisal of the king, just as the positive portrayal of Manasseh in 

2 Chronicles 33:10–20 led to his rehabilitation, later immortalized in the Prayer of 

Manasseh.  One can compare the similar condemnations of these kings in 2 Kings 21:9, 

16 and 24:9; if Manasseh could be transformed despite firm criticisms of him in the 

text, then surely Jechoniah could be as well.  The rabbinic tradition explains the 

transformation of Jechoniah by appealing to his repentance (b. Sanh. 37b, citing 1 Chr 

3:17 as proof of the atoning quality of his exile) and the tendency of God to repeal his 

own judgments in the face of repentance and transformation (Num. R. 20:20, using Ex 

22:19, 32:14 to reconcile Jer 22 and Hag 2; Jer 11:23 and Neh 7:27; cf. Isa 38:1–8).69  It 

is possible that Haggai 2:23 could be read as a reflection Jechoniah’s transformation, 

using language that echoes the original curse on Jechoniah (Jer 22:24) as it celebrates 

the possibility of his offspring (according to Matt 1:12) taking David’s throne.

The positive evidence is not noted by scholars addressing the presence of 

‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ in the genealogy, including Nolland, Johnson, Davies and 

Allison, Brown and Vögtle.  If Matthew appreciates Judah’s transformation into a 

leading character willing to engage in self-sacrifice on behalf of ‘his brothers’ as seen in 
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69. See Lev. R. 19:6, which places the moment of repentance and transformation 
later; Jechoniah obeys purity laws during the time of captivity (in contrast to before) 
when he is released for a conjugal visit.



the Genesis texts and elsewhere, the same perspective could also be found for 

Jechoniah:  in an attempt to spare Judah, the Temple, and the royal city, he offers 

himself up to the pagan enemy.  Matthew 1:2, 11 can work in tandem to clarify the 

relationship between a proper son of Judah and his ‘brothers’, highlighting the vocation 

of a royal brother who is willing to be seized by an imperial enemy to suffer in place of 

his ‘brothers’.  Thus there is an interpretation of Matthew 1:2, 11 tied to the meaning of 

the genealogy as a whole:  these passages allude to the servant-like vocation as 

exercised by Judah and Jechoniah.70

However, Jechoniah’s transformation from wickedness does not mean that 

Matthew lacks an appreciation for the general state of royal failure in Israel leading to 

the exile.  When Matthew does draw on Israel’s history and condemnation as a people, 

he also draws on passages castigating ‘shepherds’, or leaders, for their failure.71  This 

important fact suggests added weight for a possible messianic interpretation of Matthew 

1:11.  It may well be that, on the strength of mention of exile, Matthew intentionally 

reminds his reader of the divine intent for Israel recalled in Matthew 1:2, and hints at 

the failure of the line of Judah and Jechoniah to provide leadership capable of fulfilling 

that divine intent.72
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70. My interpretation is the opposite, then, of the disenfranchised approach 
taken by Carter (mentioned above) and Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Matthäus, 5, 
who sees Jechoniah as ‘robbed’ of this rule, rendered a commoner like his brothers.  
Lohmeyer stands in line with a few early Christian exegetes, who, under the influence 
of a particular interpretation of Gen 49:10, saw the end of ‘rulers’ of/from Judah in Gen 
49 linked to loss of rule via Jechoniah; Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 236.3.  See William 
Adler, ‘Exodus 6:23 and the High Priest from the Tribe of Judah’, JTS 48 (1997), 24–
47 for discussion and ancient bibliography.  Perhaps preoccupation with this 
interpretation proved to pull readers away from considering whether Matthew was 
following Jewish tradition regarding Jechoniah’s transformation.

71. Such criticism is addressed quite fully in several recent studies on Mathew’s 
messianism, restoration eschatology and use of the Old Testament, including Young 
Sam Chae, Jesus as the Eschatological Davidic Shepherd: Studies in the Old 
Testament, Second Temple Judaism, and the Gospel of Matthew (WUNT 2.216; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006); Joel Willitts, Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King.

72. Though without thereby asserting that Jechoniah is present to amplify the 



The conclusion of 2 Kings provides a grain of hope that the Exile would not be 

the final word, and in fact Jechoniah is used to point up the possibility of an ongoing 

royal hope.  Matthew, believing he knows the final word, hints that Jesus is the true 

conclusion to the exilic crisis precipitated by the failures of her leaders, bright spots and 

transformations notwithstanding.  The story of Israel finds its appropriate culmination 

in the messianic king who succeeds where previous kings did not, reversing Israel’s 

failure in her vocation as light to the world.   

Matthew 1:2, 11:  The Messiah and His People

What of the ‘brothers’ of Jechoniah in 1:11?  It is difficult to be dogmatic about 

Matthew’s intentions in writing this ‘impossible combination’ of ‘Jechoniah and his 

brothers’.73  Two arguments seem to have the least degree of difficulty:  a link with 

Matthew 1:2 concentrating on ‘all Israel’ which requires interpreting the reference to 

brothers as metaphorical rather than literal (thus tying the beginning and the end of 

Israel’s history together); or a fusion of characters along the lines offered by Nolland.  It 

seems best to take a cautious approach, holding the identity of the precise literal 

referent as an open-ended question, while noting that the only real weakness with the 

former interpretation is that it requires a metaphorical or allusive reading.  A 

metaphorical reading is not a problem for many interpreters.74  There is no significant 
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wickedness in Israel’s line, as in Davis, ‘Fulfillment of Creation’, 529–30.

73. For the language of ‘impossible combination’, see the concluding sentence 
in Nolland, ‘Jechoniah and His Brothers’, 177.  However, note the intriguing possibility 
of archaeological data suggesting evidence for brothers for Jechoniah, E. F. Weidner, 
‘Jojachin, Konig von Juda, in babylonischen Keilschrifttexten’, in Mélanges syriens 
offerts à René Dussaud, ed. A. Causse (Geuthner: Paris, 1939), 923–35; cited by 
Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 178 n. 61.  While it seems incredible that Matthew 
would know of such a tradition, perhaps it is not impossible that some Jews preserved 
an extra-biblical tradition later inherited by Matthew.

74. Of course, a metaphorical reading is not a problem for many interpreters; see 
above on Gundry, Matthew, 17; Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 142–3; 
Carson, ‘Matthew’, 67.  Allowing for at least the possibility of non-literal descent 
include Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 178–9; they believe the best argument 
against this is the literal use of brothers in Matt 1:2.



reason for disallowing a possible non-literal use of ‘brothers’, apart from the literal use 

in Matthew 1:2.75  Moreover, even a literal use of brothers could be intended to carry 

metaphorical significance, just as the eleven brothers stand in for Israel in Matthew 

1:2.76

 Adelphoi is obviously used in many ways in biblical literature and the Greco-

Roman world.77  If Matthew’s focus in constructing the genealogy is Davidic kingship 

and Israel’s story, rather than pure genetics, perhaps we should not be surprised if a use 

of a familial term transcends that of immediate sibling or shared immediate parentage.  

Similarly, parental language is not uncommon for kings and other authority figures.  

Isaiah 9:6 identifies a child as ‘Everlasting Father’ (almost certainly intended as a name, 

applied because it fit the royal vocation as ‘father’ of those being ruled).  The Greek 

Additions to Esther identifies Haman as ‘our father’ as second in command (16:11).  In 

2 Maccabees 14:37–38, Razis is ‘designated father to the Jews’ for his goodness to his 

people.  In Judges 18:18–19 the men of Dan request that Micah’s priest would be a 

‘father and priest’ to their tribe.  God himself is a father in a variety of ways and 

contexts, including begetting (2 Sam 7:14a, Ps 2:7 of the king; of Israel, Exod 4:22; of 

Israel as a whole and the king in 4Q504 frag 1–2, 3:5–6; probably of the priestly 

Messiah in 1Q28a, Rule of the Community 2:11).  Statius refers to Domitian’s 

‘salvation’ as pointing to his status as a ‘great parent of a world subdued’ (Silvae 

4.2.14).

 129 

  

———————————

75. Nolland, Matthew, 81–2.  In his earlier article he objects that ‘nothing is 
gained’ by moving from literal to non-literal brothers.

76. Hagner, ‘Matthew’, 10; France, Matthew NICNT, 35, 38; Bauer, ‘Literary 
and Theological Function’, 142–4. 

77. For important insight on the non-genetic use of adelphoi in Matthew’s 
cultural world, see Philip Harland, ‘Familial Dimensions of Group Identity: “Brothers” 
( ) in Associations of the Greek East’, JBL 124 (2005), 491–513; Clarke, 
‘Paul’s Use of “Brother” Language’; P. Arzt-Grabner, ‘“Brothers” and “Sisters” in 
Documentary Papyri and in Early Christianity’, Rivista Biblica 50 (2002), 185–204.



In Matthew’s Gospel, metaphorical parentage plays an important role.  Jesus 

himself is literally the divine son.  Divine parentage extends metaphorically to 

peacemaking followers who love their enemies, pray for those who persecute them, 

greet strangers and strive to imitate their divine father and share in his perfection (Matt 

5:9, 44–48).  In addition one finds a warning that status as a literal ‘son of Abraham’ 

may not determine one’s identity.  There is more than a hint that Abraham will have an 

unexpected batch of children ‘from these rocks’ (Matt 3:8–11).  The opponents of John 

and Jesus have their parentage repeatedly challenged:  they are the offspring of ‘vipers’ 

(3:7; 12:34; 23:33).  Jesus himself (re)defines his ‘family’ as those ‘doing the will of 

my father in heaven’, over and against the claims of his immediate family members to 

be ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ and even ‘mother’ (12:46–50); Matthew 10:21–22, 34–37 

reflects the eschatological disruption of family life wrought by Jesus’ ministry (cf. 

8:21); and the loss of ‘brothers or sisters or father or mother or children’ will be 

replaced in the regeneration of all things (Matt 19:28–29).  These observations point to 

a tendency on Matthew’s part to regard disparate forms of paternity and non-literal 

genealogy.  More importantly given its proximity to the passage in question, the 

conclusion of the genealogy requires three distinct forms of descent:  Jesus’ literal, 

maternal descent from Mary; his divine origin; and his messianic legal descent via 

Joseph’s adoption of him, are all present in Matthew 1:16 (in light of 1:18–25).78  On 

the other hand, Matthew is quite consistent in using � ù  in a relatively literal 

sense, although one should note that this extends to the ‘begetting’ of great-

grandchildren.

Of course, none of this intriguing data may be taken as solid proof that Matthew 

intends ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ to be taken metaphorically as ‘all Israel’.  It is 

difficult to attain certainty regarding Matthew’s precise intentions.  Perhaps Matthew 
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78. This variegated ‘begetting’ is exploited by scholars; Aaron Milavec, 
‘Matthew’s Integration of Sexual and Divine Begetting’, BTB 8 (1978), 108–16; Yigal 
Levin, ‘Jesus, “Son of God” and “Son of David”: The “Adoption” of Jesus Into the 
Davidic Line’, JSNT 28 (2006), 415–42.



references literal brothers in 1:11, yet intends them to function as something of a 

metaphorical reference for his reader-hearers.79  They might recall the telos of Israel’s 

story, that Judah would rule over his brothers, while also being confronted with the lack 

of such an appropriate telos during the exile.

With Eloff, then, one can speak of a deliberate ‘minor inclusio’ in Matthew 1:2 

and 1:11.80  Kennedy points to the similar geographical movement in both passages.  In 

both passages, the brothers exit the Land of Promise:  ‘Both events are times of 

oppression and bondage, “analogous phenomena,”’ and in both instances, the twelve 

brothers-tribes of Israel need redemption and release.81  Given the use of the phrase 

‘and his brothers’ in conjunction with the exile, it is impossible to escape a certain 

negativity in this second use of the phrase, although Zedekiah and other wicked kings, 

not Jechoniah, are ultimately to blame.  Jechoniah’s failure may be due to the limits of 

his power, not faulty character (the condemnation in 2 Kgs 24:9 appears early in his 

story).  On the basis of Israel’s Scriptures one has reason to argue that exile may 

represent the ultimate failure of Judah’s sons on behalf of their brothers.  Just as 

references to Judah-as-ruler or liberator in Testaments of the 12 Patriarchs mention or 

assume exile as a problem in need of a solution, so the reality of exile and subsequent 

degradation of Israel points up the need for (and expectation of) restoration in texts 

crucial to Matthew and cited by him elsewhere, such as Zechariah 9–14 and Jeremiah 

31, texts which celebrate the restoration of Israel in an explicit Judah-plus-Israel 

sequence.  However, Bauer, Eloff, France and Kennedy, while allowing for 
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79. Hagner, ‘Matthew’, 10; France, Matthew NICNT, 35.

80. Mervyn Eloff, ‘From the Exile to the Christ’, 2.4, 2.10, 2.11; Mervyn Eloff, 
‘Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus’. 

81. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 125, 156.  He cites Sara Japhet, 1 
and 2 Chronicles (Old Testament Library; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 
47 on the analogous nature of exile and departure to Egypt.  See also Amy-Jill Levine, 
The Social and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Salvation History (Studies in the Bible 
and Early Christianity 14; Lewiston-Queenstown: Mellen Press, 1988), 76, who finds 
‘marginalization’ (loss of land) in both instances.



metaphorical significance for the two mentions of ‘brothers’ (1:2, 11), fail to follow 

through on the significance of the two royal figures to whom the brothers are attached, 

considering the way in which Matthew might be pointing to Jesus’ royal vocation.

As Luz remarks, there is no good reason to mention the exile as ‘it does not 

properly fit the schema of the three-times-fourteen generations’, unless Matthew is 

committing to an allusion to ‘the entire history of the people of God, Israel’ and the 

vocation of the Messiah in light of that history.82  Mention of Jechoniah highlights his 

status as the one in whom Israel’s royal line moves forward after the exile, for he is 

mentioned both sides of this salvation historical division in Matthew, just as David was.  

Jechoniah earned this position through a willingness to engage in self-sacrifice for the 

sake of his people, just as his ancestor Judah did.  It is not a stretch to propose that 

Matthew is hinting that the ongoing wretchedness of Israel will be solved by another 

servant king who serves by self-sacrificially preventing disaster from befalling his 

brothers, in the line of Judah and Jechoniah. 

Conclusion

Previous descriptions of the reason for the inclusion of ‘and his brothers’ in Matthew 

1:2, 11 are only partially successful.  Matthew does not have in mind Christian 

‘brotherhood’.  Appeals to ‘divine election’ or to ‘a general reference to the twelve 

tribes of Israel’83 need to be articulated more precisely than sometimes offered by 

interpreters, with the appreciation of Judah’s particular leadership role over his brothers 

as forecast by Genesis, both in the thrust of the narrative and especially in Genesis 

49:8–12.  The moral transformation of Judah in the Judah-Joseph narrative (Gen 37–

50), the general depiction of the priority of Judah in Jewish tradition, the clear 

delineation of roles in Genesis 49:8–10, and the subsequent expectation of messianic 

fulfillment arising from this passage all combine to provide a rich background for the 
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82. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 83.

83. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 125.



interpretation of Matthew 1:2.  This material fostered the belief that a messianic 

descendant of Judah would rule over the eleven tribes, ‘his brothers’, receiving their 

worship and the obedience of the nations at the culmination of Israel’s story (Gen 49:8–

10). 

In light of the positive contemporaneous interpretations of Judah and Jechoniah, 

it is possible that Matthew intends these two characters to function as positive 

depictions of the sacrificial vocation of the king who rules his brothers.  More than 1:2, 

11 as simply a reference to two periods during which Israel is in grave danger84, these 

two characters in the royal line both exhibit a willingness to sacrifice themselves for 

their ‘brothers’ in order to remove or mitigate the threat of danger to their brothers.  

While both characters err, in canonical and non-canonical literature they are recognized 

as characters worth imitating, in a manner similar to the streamlining of characters 

typical in early Jewish and Christian literature (noted in the previous chapter).  Both 

carry the royal line forward as Israel’s story moves towards its culmination, a restored 

nation under the royal son of Judah, David and Jechoniah.  Perhaps in Matthew’s mind, 

they forecast another royal son who would put himself on the line for the sake of his 

brothers in their time of danger, to heal Israel, ‘his people’, from oppression and sin 

(1:21).

A reference to ‘all Israel’ under royal rule may or may not be found in the mirror 

‘brothers’ annotation of Matthew 1:11, ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’.  But the verse 

certainly mirrors Matthew 1:2, and at a minimum Matthew uses the reference to 

‘brothers’ to trigger this association.  These two annotations may be interpreted as part 

of the author’s attempt to shed light from Israel’s history on the messianic subject of the 

genealogy:  a king in Judah’s line should rule over his brothers in a righteous manner, 

not least in his willingness to engage in self-sacrifice.
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84. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 125; Levine, Social and Ethnic 
Dimensions, 77.



While some scholars have linked the two ‘brothers’ annotations in terms of 

Israel’s experience, Judah and Jechoniah’s rehabilitation has been overlooked.  Thus, 

the present interpretation of Judah and Jechoniah in Matthew 1:2, 11 has never 

previously been suggested by scholars.  But this interpretation finds (1) support in the 

observations of the previous chapter regarding characteristics frequently found in SIS, 

such as the anticipation of links between characters or events and Israel’s future; (2) the 

way in which past events foreshadow future actions, particularly an appropriate 

culmination to the story of Israel; (3) the interpretation of these characters in related 

literature; and (4) the general messianic impulse of the genealogy in conjunction with 

the role Genesis 49:8–12 played in messianic expectation.  The messianic and ecclesial 

interpretation of the ‘brothers’ is also appropriate in light of (5) the implications of 

branching or ‘segmented’ genealogies for social relationships, as noted in the second 

chapter.

How does this interpretation work in conjunction with the remainder of the 

genealogy?  The following two chapters comprise an investigation of the second and 

greatest conundrum of the genealogical annotations, usually identified as ‘the four 

women’.
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CHAPTER 5

THE WOMEN IN THE GENEALOGY

The Problem Stated

A second great mystery in the genealogy, and one of the most debated questions in 

Matthean studies, is Matthew’s inclusion of what appears to be a series of four 

annotations between Matthew 1:3–6.  Why does Matthew include ‘and Zerah by 

Tamar’, ‘by Rahab’, ‘by Ruth’, and ‘by the [wife] of Uriah’?  No other passage on 

women in Scripture has attracted anything close to the amount of scholarly attention 

these four characters in Matthew 1 have received.1  Because of the lack of scholarly 

consensus, no single interpretation of the genealogy commands a significant majority of 

scholarly assent, and a vast range of options can be found in the literature.  The task of 

the present chapter is not the full and final exclusion of all alternative interpretations; 

given the allusive nature of the genealogy, one must allow that it is at least possible that 

Matthew had more than one ‘meaning’ in mind.  But there are serious weaknesses in 

the dominant interpretations, which, when exposed, pave the way for an overlooked 

interpretive option.

Scholarly analysis of this issue almost universally assumes that Matthew’s 

reader should take these four serially, that is, that they function together as a unit and 

should be interpreted in the same way:  for instance, all four women are Gentiles, or all 

four are sinners.2  Secondly, it is also usually assumed that Matthew intends for the 

reader to perceive four women, or five women with the addition of Mary, in the 

 135 

  

———————————

1. In recent years Phoebe (Rom 16:1, 2) has received a great deal of attention, 
but these four characters have received intense analysis over a much longer period of 
time.

2. This assumption is supported by the observations from chapter 3:  the 
components of SIS passages work together as a unit.



genealogy.  Beyond these two largely settled assumptions, however, the four women 

have combined to inspire a bewildering array of proposed interpretations, as none of the 

extant options has been able to capture a consensus.  A third facet of the four women, 

that they should be interpreted in tandem with Mary, is frequently asserted but 

commands no universal assent.3

Scholars find the matter of the women in the genealogy endlessly appealing.  

Brown’s second edition of the Birth of the Messiah functions as one barometer; the 

second edition contains more than twice as much material on the question of the 

women in the genealogy as his first edition, despite a mere twenty percent increase in 

the length of Brown’s text as a whole.  Matthew’s ‘apparent defect’ of leaving impor-

tant things ‘unsaid’, combined with the proliferation of scholarly works, means that 

there are a great many issues to be considered in a review of the literature.4  The follow-

ing lengthy review is designed to adjudicate between competing views, deriving 

insights wherever possible.  While it is impossible to address fully each interpretation 

proffered through the years, the following review addresses as much of the relevant 

scholarship as is feasible and useful.  Insights derived in the following analysis will 

prepare the way for the development of a virtually unknown, under-appreciated and 

under-developed interpretation in the following chapter.  

 Interpretations of the ‘Four (Five) Women’

No matter how the various interpretations are arranged, each category contains some 

overlap with other categories.  Attempts to label divergent interpretations are thus 

somewhat artificial.  Nonetheless, an attempt at organizing various proposals into 

‘families of interpretations’ will assist in a review of scholarly attempts to answer this 

perennially bewildering question.
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3. ‘This assumption has strongly prejudiced many attempts to explain the 
references to these four women, but it is by no means a necessary assumption.’ 
Bauckham, Gospel Women, 21.

4. Allison, Studies in Matthew, 118.



 When scholars review the interpretive options in commentaries and articles, 

three primary views are commonly adduced:  the women are all sinners; the women are 

Gentiles; or the women (sometimes with Mary, Matt 1:16) share a certain irregularity 

along sexual, maternal, and/or marital lines.  When reviewing each of these 

interpretations I will reference many of the scholars holding the position in question, in 

order to indicate the relative weight behind each interpretation, to set the discussion in 

historical context, and to refresh the history of scholarship on this massive question.

In addition to these three primary interpretations, an abundance of hybrid and 

alternative views exist.  These interpretations will be examined in an effort to determine 

whether a suitable interpretation is capable of incorporating all ‘four (five) women’.5

The Four Women Are Present in the Genealogy Because They Are Sinners

According to this interpretation, the women are present in the genealogy because they 

represent the sort of sinners saved by the Messiah.  Although this interpretation goes 

back at least to Jerome, it did not command universal assent even in the patristic era.  

There has been no major argument to advance this view in the modern era, but a num-

ber of scholars still hold it.  Recent scholarly tendencies to label the women ‘irregular’ 

sometimes veer in the direction of the older designation of the women as ‘sinners’, 

focusing on questionable sexual or marital practices.  Feminists note that there is no 

real distinction between calling women sinners and foreigners or outsiders, with the 

pagan (and thus sinful) note struck by the latter categories.6  Generally speaking, this 

interpretation has evolved into other interpretations rather than disappearing altogether.

Interpreters holding to this interpretation (again, not necessarily exclusively), or 

related interpretations for at least some of the women, include: J. A. Alexander, 
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5. This helpful nomenclature is derived from Nolland, ‘Four (Five) Women’, 
and is intended to indicate two possibilities:  that the four women relate to Mary, and 
that they stand alone.

6. Jane Schaberg, ‘Feminist Interpretations of the Infancy Narrative of 
Matthew’, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 13 (1997), 35–62.



Ambrose, Aquinas, Augustine, Boismard, Bonnard (‘scabreuse’), F. D. Bruner, J. Cal-

vin, D. A. Carson, Chrysostom, Daniélou, Doriani, A. Durand, E. Freed7, D. Garland, 

M. D. Goulder, T. Graves, D. Hare (‘questionable…unrighteous’), Henry, Jameson-

Faucett-Brown, Jerome, Kittel, Lachs (‘morally questionable’), Lenski, E. Lerle, G. 

Lüdemann (‘offensive actions’), McLaren, Michaelis, Morris (‘three of the four’), 

Origen, Overstreet, Plummer (1915, p. 2), H. Ridderbos, Schelkle, A. Schlatter, J. 

Schniewind, B. Scott, D. Turner (‘notorious’ with ‘tawdry pasts’)8, B. Weiss9, 

Wettstein, and M. J. Wilkins.

Among those who hold to this interpretation, several thrusts are possible.  Some 

simply point out that Jesus has come to save sinners such as these women, and Matthew 

1:21 is sometimes cited in support.10  Some scholars add a reference to the power of 

God to use sinners and overcome human failure in the line of the Messiah, while others 

think the sinners illustrate the humility of his birth and the degree of condescension 

inherent in the incarnation.11  Goulder is typical of those seeing the women through an 

evangelical lens.  He finds good Lutheran theology in the genealogy which he sets to 

fine British poetry:

‘There was one an adulteress, one was a whore...
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7. Edwin Freed, ‘The Women in Matthew’s Genealogy’, JSNT 29 (1987), 3–19.  
The connection between Freed and the traditional ‘sinners’ approach is noted by 
Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 9 and John Hutchison, ‘Women, Gentiles, and the 
Messianic Mission in Matthew’s Genealogy’, BibSac 158 (2001), 157.

8. David Turner, Matthew (BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 28 and 60, 
respectively.

9. ‘God’s dealings are not conditioned on the merit or worthiness of man’, 
Bernhard Weiss, A Commentary on the New Testament, Vol. 1: The Gospels of 
Matthew and Mark (G. Schodde and E. Wilson, translator; New York: Funk & 
Wagnalls, 1912), 2.

10. Most recently Turner; Wilkins, both in his commentary and in the notes he 
contributed on Matthew for the English Standard Version Study Bible (Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2008); and Daniel Doriani, Matthew, Volume 1 (REC; Phillipsburg: P. & R., 
2008), 7.

11. Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 170.



Rahab the harlot, her sins were as scarlet...

[Boaz] married Ruth, a Gentile uncouth...

That the moral might wait at the heavenly gate

While the sinners and publicans go in before,

Who have not earned their place,

but received it by grace,

and have found them a righteousness not of the law.12

Furthermore, some believe that the emphasis on sin also explains the specific 

mention of Uriah:  he is included to heighten the nature of the sin between Bathsheba 

and David, and perhaps also David’s sin in causing his death.

This interpretation has morphed in recent years, thanks to the inability of inter-

preters to make the ‘sinners’ label stick.  Scholars identifying the women as sinners in 

more recent times almost always combine it with other interpretations, or limit it to one 

or two of the women in question.13  Other scholars have put forward modified versions 

of this interpretation.

One such derivative interpretation comes from E. Freed, who centres his inter-

pretation around the initially plausible theme of ‘transformation’.14  Yet in order to sell 

his reading of the women, Freed has to offer a heavily shaded, and thus entirely 

unsatisfactory, analysis of the women as sinners in their Old Testament literary con-

texts.

The women were not shining lights of moral integrity.  Tamar (Gen. 38), 
Canaanite wife of Er, son of Judah, disguised herself as a prostitute in order to 
seduce her father-in-law, Judah, so that she could have children.  Rahab was a 
professional prostitute in ancient Jericho and sheltered the spies sent there by 
Joshua (Jos. 2.2–21)….Ruth, a Moabite girl, showed virtuous conduct….But 
Ruth probably lost her virtue one night at a party during the grain festival when 
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12. M. D. Goulder, Midrash and Lection in Matthew (The Speaker’s Lectures in 
Biblical Studies 1969–1971; London: SPCK, 1974), 232.

13. Carson, ‘Matthew’, 66–8.

14. He derives the idea from Hanson, who makes a claim of repentance for three 
of the women; A. T. Hanson, ‘Rahab the Harlot in Early Christian Tradition’, JSNT 1 
(1978), 53–60.



she crawled under the covers with Boaz, who later became her husband (Ruth 
3).  The fourth woman…took a bath at just the right time—‘spring of the 
year’—and the right place to be seen by David.

In turn ‘Mary’s behavior, like that of the four women, is to be explained and accepted 

as an act of God through the Holy Spirit’, who transforms ‘their lives from those of 

questionable, if not sinful, natures to states of innocence or virtue.’15  He assumes, then, 

in reference to Mary, that the women should be read as ‘transformed’ individuals who 

sinned but were later transformed in order to be used by the Holy Spirit, although the 

connection to the Holy Spirit is not present in every instance.

Similarly, given the role of honour and shame in first century culture, B. Scott 

argues that the women (including Mary) all possess shame or guilt, yet are ascribed as 

righteous by the narrator.  According to this view, all the ‘births’ have an ‘element of 

shame’.16  But it is impossible to see how this is the case with Rahab and Ruth (the 

shame removed is Naomi’s), and Solomon’s birth seems to occur long after the shame 

of David’s sin and its consequences.  Finally, Ann Belford Ulanov offers a feminist-

Jungian reading of the women as inspirational characters who bring forth the Christ, a 

divine element.  Their ‘scandalous behavior both forecasts and supports Mary’s 

scandalous pregnancy’.17  But such feminist analysis actually contributes to the 

denigration of women, and does not mesh with the emphasis on transformation 

observed by Freed and Hanson in Old Testament texts.

Wainwright is correct in turning the tables on such misreadings via a feminist 

critique, noting that ‘within the stories of each of these women in the Hebrew 

Scriptures . . . they are never named as sinful.’  She notes that in the Old Testament, 

righteousness is ascribed to Tamar, .h.esed to Rahab and Ruth, and that Ruth and 

 140 

  

———————————

15. Freed, ‘Women’, 15.

16. Bernard Brandon Scott, ‘The Birth of the Reader in Matthew’, Semeia 52 
(1990), 90–1.

17. Ann Belford Ulanov, The Female Ancestors of Christ (Boston: Shambhala, 
1993), 84.



Bathsheba—though conceivably sinful in their sexual acts—are never identified as 

such: ‘there is no language of sin in relation to Ruth throughout the book…nor is 

[Bathsheba] declared guilty of adultery.’18  It will be shown below that early Jewish 

views of the women actually make it ‘unmöglich’ that they should be viewed as 

sinners.19

One could grant an emphasis on conversion or transformation if sinful or pagan 

practices of the women were featured by the Old Testament or in Jewish tradition, but 

in the Old Testament only Rahab is explicitly engaged in sinful behaviour.  Moreover, 

in the relevant Jewish literature there is no description of these women, for example, 

approaching the pagan pride and subsequent dramatic conversion ascribed to Aseneth 

in the opening chapters of Joseph and Aseneth.20  With the exception of Rahab, who is 

cited as a prostitute by Matthew’s Christian contemporaries almost certainly in an effort 

to hold her out as a model of righteousness (Heb 11:31; Jas 2:25; 1 Clem. 12:1), Freed’s 

interpretation cannot be supported by referring to Matthew’s historical contemporaries.  

Ironically, Freed himself cites a great deal of literature showing the positive portrayals 

of the women in near-contemporaneous literature as proof of their virtuous or innocent 

status.21
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18. Wainwright, Feminist Critical Reading, 64.

19. Frankemölle, Matthäus 1, 142.  See also the emphasis on the righteousness 
of the women in Lilly Nortjé-Meyer, ‘Gentile Female Characters in Matthew’s Gospel: 
An Illustration of Righteousness’, in Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger, ed., Transformative 
Encounters: Jesus and Women Re-Viewed (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 54–76, and her 
‘Female Prophecies in Matthew’s Gospel?’ Spirit and Church 3 (2001), 137–9.

20. Rahab’s harlotry is only highlighted and elevated in much later rabbinic 
tradition; Sif. Zuta on Num 10:28; B. Zevahim 116a–b.  In Christian tradition, 
repentance receives stress in Apos. Con. 7.3.14, Chrysostom, Hom. 3.5; and later 
writers such as Calvin (Inst. 3.24.11) and Luther (Works, Sermon on Deut 7:1–2).

21. Weren cites Freed’s collection of texts and adds the fact that the Hebrew 
Bible itself affirms these women, if it makes any comment on them at all; Weren, ‘Five 
Women’, 305.  Such evidence also weighs against Blomberg, who sees the women as 
‘suspicious’ yet worthy: ‘Such suspicions, nevertheless, did not impugn the good 
character of the individuals involved.  In fact, Jesus comes precisely to save such 



The interpretation of the women as ‘sinners’ is even more difficult if one 

attaches the women to Mary.  It is highly doubtful that any of Matthew’s non-Christian 

Jewish readers targeting Mary for immoral actions would have been remotely 

impressed with this difficult argument.  Matthew says nothing at all about Mary’s 

behaviour; such a concern must be read into the text.  Finally, such interpretations also 

overlook the fact that if one desired a foursome of penitent and transformed sinners, 

Judah and David and Hezekiah and Manasseh (and Jechoniah) are far better examples 

of ‘sinners’, ‘repentance’ and ‘transformation’ than the four women.  In essence, these 

scholars are reading a misogyny into the text of Matthew that is almost certainly not 

reflective of his (admittedly patriarchal) Old Testament source texts and his own 

perspective.

The Women as Praiseworthy Characters

The observations of Wainwright and Frankemölle suggest that a more positive appraisal 

of the women may prove fruitful.22  A brief investigation of evidence for the morality 

(for lack of a better term) of each of the women is warranted, and a variety of studies on 

the women in their respective Old Testament stories and early Jewish and Christian 

interpretation facilitate this investigation. 
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people.’ Craig Blomberg, Matthew (NAC 22; Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 56.  It is not 
clear how their ‘good character’ might function so as to illustrate a need for salvation. 

22. F. Spitta attempted a similar approach nearly a century ago, with an 
emphasis on vindication and praiseworthiness of the women in relevant sources; F. 
Spitta, ‘Die Frauen in der Genealogie des Matthäus’, Zeitschrift für wissenschaftliche 
Theologie 54 (1912), 1–8.  More recently, Hanson and Oakman propose that just as the 
genealogy ascribes honour to Jesus, these women also ‘acquired honour’; K. C. Hanson 
and D. E. Oakman, Palestine in the Time of Jesus: Social Structures and Social 
Conflicts (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 51–7.  Overman suggests that all four women 
‘saved Israel’; J. Andrew Overman, Church and Community in Crisis: The Gospel 
According to Matthew (New Testament in Context; Valley Forge: Trinity Press 
International, 1996), 35.  Kopas adds Mary, so that five women are key figures in 
Israel’s salvation; Jane Kopas, ‘Jesus and Women in Matthew’, Theology Today 47 
(1990), 15. 



The Morality of Tamar

Commentators routinely highlight Judah’s ascription of righteousness to Tamar, 

vindicating her from his previous assertions of wrong-doing (Gen 38:26), as the 

capstone of Genesis 38 and the beginning of Judah’s transformation.23  In fact the 

narrative in Genesis 38 is primarily about Judah as a transformed sinner, particularly 

given the role of Genesis 38 in the ‘Joseph and his brothers’ narrative.  But while the 

spotlight is on Judah’s sin (he is named thirteen times to her five in Gen 38), it cannot 

be said that Tamar comes off in anything other than a positive light.24  She becomes the 

only named woman labelled ‘righteous’ in the whole of the Old Testament.25  Like 

Joseph in the following chapters in Genesis, she is falsely accused, justified, restored 

and rewarded by playing a part in the continuation of Israel’s story, as her offspring 

bear the promises in Genesis 49:8–12.

While to modern readers this attribution of righteousness might appear to be rel-

ative to Judah, it was taken seriously and celebrated in early Judaism.  Although Tamar 

does not feature in early Christian literature, early Judaism clearly exhibits a positive 

view of Tamar, as Bloch’s review shows.26  Bauckham states that ‘all Jewish traditions’ 

justified Tamar’s action, in keeping with the surface meaning of the text of Genesis.27  

She is already referenced in a positive manner in Ruth 4:12 by ‘the elders and all those 

at the gate’.28  Moses’ father Amram identifies her as ‘our mother Tamar’ and gives a 
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23. Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Interpretation; Atlanta: John Knox Press, 
1982), 309.

24. G. W. Coats, ‘Widow’s Rights: A Crux in the Structure of Genesis 38’, 
CBQ 34 (1972) 461–6.

25. Irene Nowell, ‘Jesus’ Great-Grandmothers: Matthew’s Four and More’, 
CBQ 70 (2008) 5.

26. Bloch, ‘Matt. 1,3’, 381–9.

27. Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’, 319.

28. R. Joel Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel: Use of Israel’s History in 
Matthew 1:1–4:11’, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation (Univ. of Aberdeen, 2008), 130; 



moving eulogy in Pseudo-Philo (LAB 9:5), which is only outdone by the praise heaped 

on her as a model proselyte by Philo (Virt. 221–222):  ‘She kept her own life stainless’ 

(see also Quod Deus 136–137 and was the personification of virtue (Congr. 124).  

Targum Neofiti, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan and the Fragmentary Targum have words 

from God in heaven justifying both Tamar and Judah; the former (38:25) credits her 

with desiring to participate in the Messianic blessings and the lineage of Messiah.29  

Genesis Rabbah 85 contains a similar vindication, and later rabbinic material offers her 

as the fount of Messiah and prophets.

Johnson relies too heavily on an argument from silence and supposition in 

attempting to prove that ‘Tamar was not in all circles of earlier Judaism held up as a 

model of virtue and piety’, but the ‘hint[s]’ and suppositions that his negative views 

were ‘entirely possible’ are unconvincing in regard to Josephus.30  Tamar’s absence in 

Josephus is easily explained without appeals to ‘embarrassment’:  Genesis 38 is omitted 

either to avoid association of shame with Judah or to streamline Israel’s story.  If Mat-

thew viewed her as anything other than ‘righteous’ as suggested by Genesis 38:26 and 

Ruth 4:12, he would be the only extant author from antiquity to view her in a negative 

light.

Some modern scholars join Jewish tradition in seeing the birth of twins as a sign 

of divine reward.31   Indeed, her inclusion as a positive character may well provide an 

explanation for the inclusion of Zerah.  This suggestion is buttressed by the fact that no 

satisfactory alternative explanation for the presence of Zerah has been proffered.  Hag-
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Marshall Johnson, The Purpose of the Biblical Genealogies: With Special Reference to 
the Setting of the Genealogies of Jesus (2nd ed.; SNTSMS 8; London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 159.

29. Bloch, ‘Matt. 1,3’.

30. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 161.

31. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 130–1; Jane Schaberg, The 
Illegitimacy of Jesus: A Feminist Theological Interpretation of the Infancy Narratives 
(20th anniversary expanded ed.; Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006), 35.



ner suggests we owe the inclusion to the fact that ‘Tamar was the mother of twins’.32  

True; but does Matthew intend more?  Jacob and Esau are twins, and Esau is not men-

tioned.  On the surface the most commonsensical alternative is the view that Matthew is 

simply copying from a source or writing off-hand out of habit.33  Yet comparison of the 

genealogy with Matthew’s known biblical sources (Ruth 4; 1 Chr 1–9) illustrates that 

he is more than capable of streamlining, and his use of Mark indicates that he prefers to 

do so.  The habit of sparse annotations suggests that he most likely would have edited 

out Zerah if he had not had a reason to include him.  But what could this reason be?  Is 

Matthew referencing God’s selectivity or ‘divine intervention’ in choosing Perez?34  

More specifically, does Matthew want his readers to remember the biblical theme of 

God’s selection of the ‘younger brother’?35  If so, Matthew has not mentioned Ishmael 

or Esau, and it is more than unclear that this interpretation applies to Judah or Jeconiah.  

J. P. Heil suggests that Perez and Zerah, appearing as they do immediately on the heels 

of ‘Judah and his brothers’, confirm ‘Tamar’s unique role in furthering God’s promise 

that Abraham would have numerous descendants’.36  This assertion surely overstates 

the numerical value of a mere two sons, and there is nothing ‘unique’ about her role in 

this regard given the litany of children produced by her sisters-in-law elsewhere in 

Genesis.

Instead, Matthew might expect his reader to see the twins as a reward for 
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32. Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 10.

33. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 107 n. 25.

34. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 74 n. 32.  This theme may be reinforced by 
4Q379, which cites a forthcoming ‘son born to Jesse, son of Perez, son of Judah’; and 
Ruth 4.  However, in both instances it is appropriate to stress an emphasis not just on 
election, but on election to rule over one’s brother(s) as shown in the previous chapter.

35. Nolland, Matthew, 73.

36. J. P. Heil, ‘The Narrative Roles of the Women in Matthew’s Genealogy’, 
Biblica 72 (1991), 539.



Tamar’s righteousness.37  Esau and Jacob, who like Perez and Zerah engaged in prena-

tal combat, were given to barren Rebekah as a blessing in answer to Isaac’s prayer (Gen 

25:21–26; cf. 25:11).  Given the immense value of offspring to Tamar, particularly in 

her widowed state, the birth of twins is a reminder of the justice God gave her.  Clearly 

twins were not inherently problematic for the Hebrews as they were in some ancient 

cultures.  Therefore God grants Tamar not one son, but two; the careful reader may 

remember that she lost two husbands (sons of Judah) who are now replaced by two sons 

(of Judah).38

The Morality of Rahab

The Old Testament story of Rahab presents her in a remarkably positive light:  a 

Canaanite woman, and a harlot (Josh 2:1) at that, recognizes YHWH’s power and saves 

Jewish spies not once but twice.  She then secures salvation for the whole of her 

household (Josh 2; 6:17, 23, 25).  She is explicitly said to have practiced h.esed (2:12), 

and she receives the same upon requesting it (2:14).  Early Jewish literature often 

overlooks her.  Josephus tweaks her story to make her pre-conversion vocation less 

offensive.39  He amplifies her courage by stressing the danger in which she placed 

herself (Ant. 5.1.11), and also amplifies her biblical portrait by ascribing honour as he 

establishes her as the recipient of territory and lasting esteem, an appropriate reward in 

response to the grace (benefaction) she showed the spies (5.1.30). 

 Only in much later work does the portrait of Rahab change.  Later Jewish 

tradition amplifies her harlotry, which is used to shame Israel (Pesiq. Rab. Kah. 13:4).  

Also in later literature Rahab’s status as a proselyte is celebrated, with her confession 

treated as superior to that of other proselytes (Mek. ‘Amalek 3; Deut. Rab. 2:26–27).  
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37. One can compare biblical and rabbinic ascription of Ruth and Rahab’s 
offspring as their respective rewards; cf. Heb 11:11–19 on Abraham.   

38. Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 35.

39. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 162; Ant. 5.9; Frankemölle, Matthäus 1, 
141.



Tradition fills in the blanks regarding her otherwise unknown descendants, who are 

interpreted as a reward which accrues great honour to her (Ruth Rab. 2:1; Num. Rab. 

8:9).

Christian tradition is not shy about Rahab.  In addition to Matthew, three other 

early authors reference Rahab as a prostitute and exemplar (Heb 11:31, Jas 2:25, 1 

Clem. 12:1).  In these passages she appears in remarkable company, apparently 

comparing favourably with Abraham, Moses, Deborah and other Jewish luminaries.  

Rahab may plausibly reflect transformation, as Hanson and Freed suggest.  She is 

undeniably a heroine of faith, and her previous occupation does not stand in the way of 

her status as moral exemplar.40  In particular, she seems to be appreciated for the 

exercise of hospitality; ‘reception’ language appears in all three texts from the first 

century of Christianity, as well as in Clement of Alexandria (Epistle to the Corinthians 

on Martyrdom 17), Ambrose (Ep. 10.63.105), and Gregory Nazianzus (Select Orat. 

7.40.19).

The Morality of Ruth

Scholars such as Freed and Schaberg, who stress the scandalous nature of the women, 

their circumstances, or their ethics, tend to emphasize the problematic nature of Ruth’s 

advances towards Boaz.  When Ruth visits Boaz at the threshing floor, there is a 

possible though contested reference to sexual activity in her ‘uncovering the feet’ of 

Boaz.  According to Schaberg, an ‘intense concern’ in rabbinic literature to redeem 

Ruth from any hint of sexual taint provides ‘implicit acknowledgment that a different 

reading was possible and persistent, even popular’.41  Ruth—like Tamar—must play the 

heroine through ‘trickery’ and levirate obligation, risking the accusation of harlotry.  
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40. Hanson, ‘Rahab the Harlot’.

41. Schaberg, ‘Feminist Interpretations’, 38; Schaberg herself does not require 
absolute proof of sexual activity at the threshing floor in her interpretation of the 
passage.



This bold action produced an eventually legitimated offspring and reinserted Ruth and 

Naomi into the patriarchal structure.

 Schaberg acknowledges that reading conception as stemming from an encounter 

at the threshing floor is difficult.  But surely it is not just difficult, but impossible for 

Matthew, given the Old Testament text, and given Matthew’s probable presuppositions 

about Ruth in light of the unanimous verdict of the readings of his contemporaries.42  

Nor can any ‘trickery’ be said to have taken place.43  On the contrary, Ruth is as 

straightforward as she is bold; indeed, her mother-in-law’s instruction and Boaz’s own 

kind conduct have given her reason to be such.  In response to Schaberg, it is not clear 

that Matthew shares the modern interest in finding sexual activity in every text.  The 

lines between acceptable and illicit sexual activity become broader in levirate 

situations, as the Tamar story suggests.  A modification of Schaberg’s thesis by 

Blomberg portrays the women as marginalized and in need of liberation.  Such a 

reading would be as unlikely and as difficult for readers to grasp as that of Schaberg, 

since Ruth joins Tamar and Rahab in the ranks of the strongest female characters in the 

Old Testament.44  

It is certainly possible that the language of the text, with plausibly sexual 

connotations, confused later commentators and perhaps caused some consternation.  

However, the notion that a negative interpretation of Ruth was ‘persistent, even 

popular’, as Schaberg suggests, is utterly without warrant.  In the text itself, the primary 

objective of the book is to illustrate the idea that ‘Nicht die Herkunft der Frau 
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42. Here is one example of the ‘lack of proof’ or corroborating evidence cited 
by the Jesus Seminar in response to Schaberg’s thesis, as noted by F. Reilly, ‘Jane 
Schaberg, Raymond E. Brown, and the Problem of the Illegitimacy of Jesus’, Journal of 
Feminist Studies in Religion 21 (2005), 60; citing ‘The Fall, 1994, Meeting of the Jesus 
Seminar’, The Fourth R 7 (1994), 13.

43. Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 38, 181; citing E. Fuchs, ‘Who is Hiding the 
Truth?  Deceptive Women and Biblical Androcentrism’, in A. Collins, ed., Feminist 
Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship (Chico: Scholars Press, 1985), 141–2 but perhaps 
over-reading the latter’s cautious statements.

44. Craig Blomberg, ‘Liberation of Illegitimacy’.



entscheidet, sondern ihre Taten.’45  Consequently glowing language is ascribed to Ruth 

by Boaz in order to reinforce her righteous status:  she exhibits hesed (Ruth 3:10), both 

in clinging to Boaz and in the way in which she previously exercised ‘loyalty or caring 

responsibility’.46  This hesed reflects imitation of YHWH himself (2:20); the imitation 

of God was a prize trait for early Jews and Christians, including Matthew (5:7, 43–48; 

Pss 111–112; 2 Cor 8:9; Eph 4:31–5:2).  Ruth provides care for her mother-in-law 

despite her own dire condition as a foreigner and a widow and despite the additional 

challenge of the older widow’s condition.  Like Abraham the father of proselytes, of 

whom she may well be an antitype, Ruth leaves her home country, family and god; she 

clings to her Israelite mother-in-law and to the God of Israel (Ruth 1:16–17, 2:11–12).  

Additionally, in a frequently overlooked aspect of the text, Naomi is the one directing 

the action designed to win a kinsman-redeemer, not Ruth, which gives the latter the 

opportunity to maintain maximum innocence and gives her the added honourable status 

of being a woman who obeys her elders.  Finally, Ruth’s child is celebrated by the 

whole community, and thus can in no way be considered one of four ‘distasteful’ 

pregnancies as featured in the negative interpretations of the women in the genealogy.47  

Doubtless for the original author all these elements of Ruth’s life functioned to 

‘cleanse’ her of any impurity which would taint the Davidic line, which would make it 

all the more strange if her actions on the threshing floor exposed her to a charge of sin.

Johnson finds that Ruth alone of the four women in the genealogy is ‘free from 

a taint of immorality’ in rabbinic tradition.48  Jewish tradition sees Ruth in an especially 

positive light; she is a proselyte (Tg. Ruth 1:10, 15, 16; 2:6) and Naomi explains the 
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45. Yair Zakovitch, Das Buch Rut: ein jüdischer Kommentar (Stuttgarter 
Bibelstudien 177; A. Lehnardt, trans.; Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1999), 
40.

46. Bauckham, Gospel Women, 6.

47. Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 42.  Again, evidence for Rahab is lacking.

48. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 166; Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 38.



law to her.  In Targum Ruth 3:11 she is said to be strong enough to bear the yoke of the 

law, high praise indeed.  Boaz notes her piety and comments on the reward she has 

earned for this piety of being the mother of David and the Messiah.  Thanks to a 

connection with Ruth, Naamah (1 Kgs 14:21, Rehoboam’s mother) and even Lot’s 

daughters are exonerated as ancestresses of the Messiah, as according to one third 

century Rabbi they attempted to preserve not ‘a child’ but ‘a seed’, i.e., the Messiah.49   

‘Wherever Ruth is mentioned she is praised, and frequently her merit in becoming the 

ancestress of David and the Messiah is mentioned. . . . I have not found a single word in 

the entire literature that belittles Ruth in any way.’50

There are two supposed hints in Josephus that something might be amiss with 

Ruth.  Boaz’s effort to avoid slander in Josephus, ‘all the more so when nothing has 

happened’ (Ant. 5.330; Ant. 5.335 has Obed born a full year after marriage) is probably 

not an attempt to hide some supposedly obvious negative implications of the text.51  As 

Begg notes, Josephus routinely highlighted false assertions of scandal against good 

biblical characters, almost certainly ‘establishing a parallelism between them and 

himself whom he represents as having been lied about by his fellow Jews to his Roman 

imperial patrons (see Vit. 424–425, 429).’52  Secondly, contra Johnson, Josephus’s 

conclusion to the Ruth story, which says that God can promote ordinary or lowly people 

to the position of David’s ancestors (Ant. 5.337), does not indicate problems with 

Ruth’s status, but rather reflects Josephus’s interest in showing throughout Antiquities 
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49. Gen. R. 51:8; for other references see B. J. Bamberger, Proselytism in the 
Talmudic Period (second ed.; New York: KTAV, 1968), 195–8.

50. Bamberger, Proselytism in the Talmudic Period, 198–9.

51. Contra Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 40.

52. C. Begg, Flavius Josephus: Translation and Commentary.  Volume 4: 
Judean Antiquities Books 5–7 (S. Mason, ed.; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 83.  Levison cites 
the way in which ‘Josephus enhances the generosity and purity of Boaz and Ruth’; J. D. 
Levison, ‘Josephus’s Version of Ruth’, JSP 8 (1991), 32.



how reward and blessing follow those who ‘follow God’, while those who stray suffer 

calamity and distress, as indicated by the thesis statement in Antiquities 1.20.53

Finally, against Levine’s thesis that ‘what unites the women is their 

manifestation of a faith which outstrips that of their partners’, it is important to note 

that the Old Testament text cannot sustain a denigrating view of Boaz.54  If he is 

cautious, he is also more than generous, allowing Ruth to glean beyond her legal right 

(2:15–16).  Boaz appears gracious to Ruth and Naomi at every turn and genuinely 

thrilled at the prospect of developing an ever-closer relationship with her.55  It is 

impossible to read him as anything but heroic, and his caution seems to stem only from 

his recognition that the law provided the opportunity for another relative to take 

responsibility for her.56  Negative views of Judah and David may be relevant in the case 

of Tamar and Bathsheba, but Boaz certainly does not take a back seat to the faith and 

hesed of Ruth.

The Morality of Bathsheba

Despite the positive portrayals of the previous three women, it is difficult to put a 

positive spin on Bathsheba’s character.  In early Jewish literature as in the Old 

Testament text, she is a passive character; David acts on her, not vice versa.57  

Moreover, contra Freed’s reading cited above (‘took a bath at just the right time . . . in 

just the right place’), it is David whom the Old Testament text places in the wrong 

place at the wrong time (‘in the spring of the year, when kings go out to war’ (2 Sam 
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53. Levison, ‘Josephus’s Version of Ruth’, 33.

54. Amy-Jill Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions, 81–6, 81 cited.

55. Bauckham, Gospel Women, 6.

56. He certainly had ‘the legal option not to marry her’ in light of the existence 
of the near-kinsman; Bauckham, Gospel Women, 7.

57. Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative (Bible and 
Literature 9; Sheffield: Almond, 1983), 25–7.



11:1–2).  David is reclining on his couch on his roof, not the woman, who is merely 

said to be performing her legal duty to purify herself.

The positive view of the women, however, has inspired attempts to put 

Bathsheba in their company.  An attempt to rescue a positive view of Bathsheba is 

offered based on her later efforts on behalf of her son, Solomon (Jedidiah), during 

wrangles over accession to David’s throne.  ‘As Adonijah jockeyed for taking David’s 

place, she stepped forward to ask about this momentous decision (1 Kgs 1:15–31).  

Bathsheba played a significant role in Israel’s history and thus mention of her by 

Matthew is warranted based on this fact.’58  Bathsheba also appears in rabbinic 

literature with Ruth and Rahab in lists of twenty-two valorous Jewish women.59  The 

two lists are quite late, however, and not well-supported by the remainder of rabbinic 

literature.  Many of the women included in the list are anonymous or essentially so, 

playing little role if any in the biblical narrative (Jochebed; Serah; the wife of Obadiah).  

Bathsheba is simply difficult to hold up as a model.  Sirach 47:12 interprets Solomon as 

a reward, but for David, not Bathsheba.

Moreover, telling against an especially positive interpretation of Bathsheba in 

the Old Testament, one also sees her delivering another message, one that should 

probably be seen as subverting her own son’s regime (1 Kgs 2:13–25).  Adonijah 

requests through Bathsheba that he might receive ‘Abishag the Shunammite, David’s 

concubine, royal property that should be passed on to Solomon’.60  This request is 

obviously denied, negating whatever positive influence Bathsheba had.  She may have 

sat on a throne at the king’s right hand (2:19), but she functions in Kings as an agent 
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58. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 138.

59. L. Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, Volume Five: Notes to Vols. 1–2, 
from Creation to Exodus (H. Szold and P. Radin, trans.; Philadelphia: Jewish 
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subverting Solomon’s kingdom, so much so that Solomon refuses to follow through on 

his promise not to refuse her request (2:20).

The Morality of the Women: Conclusion

Johnson’s investigation of later texts leads him to the conclusion that they cannot be 

easily regarded as ‘women of praise’.  Even though this late evidence is not in complete 

harmony, he jettisons this interpretation for the women as a whole.  Brown however is 

more cautious, noting correctly that three women do in fact come in for essentially 

unanimous praise in the literature of this era.61  Such observations are not surprising in 

light of the moral streamlining of characters in Second Temple Jewish literature, noted 

in the previous chapter on summaries of Israel’s story:  ambiguity is consistently 

resolved so that characters are entirely positive or negative.

 But the positive portrayal of the women stands in bold relief from many recent 

portrayals of them, even among those who avoid calling them ‘sinners’ per se.  

Bauckham quotes Beare and critiques the tendency to suppress positive aspects of the 

women: ‘“Strange as it may seem to modern commentators, no moral stigma was 

attached to these women in Jewish tradition.”  But that it should seem strange may say 

something about the patriarchal connection of women and sexual sin not in Jewish 

tradition but in more modern times.’62  Given this tendency in modern readers, all the 

more attention should be paid to the three positively portrayed women Matthew chose 

to include in the genealogy of Jesus.  Three of the women may be seen as the opposite 

of the wretched sinners they once were painted as being:  they are heroines, positive 

examples of faith and positive forces for righteous female initiative of one sort or 
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61. Brown misreads Johnson on this issue, yet still comes to a more correct 
conclusion on the ancient evidence; Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 176–8; Brown, 
Birth of the Messiah, 72.

62. Bauckham, Gospel Women, 24–5, citing Francis Wright Beare, The Gospel 
According to Matthew (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 64.



another.63  

The Women are Present in the Genealogy Because They Are Non-Jewish

Those scholars holding to this interpretation argue that Matthew included the women in 

the genealogy because they foreshadow the inclusion of the Gentiles.  A significant 

number of scholars hold to this position, not always exclusively:  Origen, Chrysostom, 

Jerome, Ambrose, Luther and Bengel; Bauckham, Bauer, Benoit, Blomberg64, 

Boismard, Boring, R. Brown, Bruner, Carson, Carter, M. Davies, Davies and Allison, 

Durand, Erickson, France, Frankemölle, Garland, T. Graves, Grundmann, Gundry, 

Hagner, Hare, A. Heffern, Hirsch, G. S. Jackson,  Keener, Kingsbury, Kittel, M. 

Konradt, Kopas, Lagrange, Leòn-Dufour, Lerle, Lohmeyer, Lüdemann, Luz, G. Maier, 

H. Milton, L. Novakovic, B. Nolan, J. Nolland, Karl-Heinrich Ostmeyer, Plummer, 

Ridderbos, Rothfuchs, Sabourin, Schnider-Stenger, Schweizer, B. Scott, Seeberg, 

Smillie, Stegemann, F. Wilk, M. Wilkins, Witherington65  and Zakovitch.  The sheer 

quantity of scholars holding this position (albeit admittedly with varying degrees of 

certainty) suggests that the final solution to the question probably involves attention to 

the non-Jewish status of some or all of the women. 

Some scholars exclude one or more women, particularly Bathsheba and/or 

Tamar, from the Gentile interpretation.66  But according to many holding this view, it 
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Gospels: An Introduction and Survey (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1997), 99.
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Witherington, Matthew (SHBC; Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2006), 40.

66. H. Stegemann, ‘“Die des Uria”: zur Bedeutung der Frauennnamen in der 
Genealogie von Matthäus’, in G. Jeremias, H.-W. Kühn and H. Stegemann, editor, 



explains why Matthew uses Uriah instead of Bathsheba, since he was known as ‘Uriah 

the Hittite’ in the Old Testament (ten times in 2 Sam 11; 12; 23; 1 Kgs 15:5 and 1 Chr 

11:41).67  In some sense she becomes Gentile, or is a Gentile herself.

The Women as Gentiles and Mary

One significant problem with interpreting the women as Gentiles is whether Mary is 

connected to the women.  In the early twentieth century R. Seeberg proposed that the 

non-Jewish nature of the women in the genealogy signified something important for 

Mary:  ‘Die Mutter keine Jesu war Jüdin oder wenigstens keine Jüdin reinen Blutes.’68  

This view crystallized among later German scholars, who employed such ideas in order 

to emphasize the non-Jewishness of Jesus.  Luz notes that this view ‘had its effects in 

church history’ and the development was not a positive one, for he can cite such 

scholars as Hirsch and Grundmann who used this thesis to espouse a Jew-free Jesus 

before and during Hitler’s reign in Germany.69  As a result, some scholars arguing for 

Gentile, Galilean or mixed-ancestry interpretation of the women feel constrained to 

point out that Mary is not Gentile.70  Stegemann was obviously still feeling the 

exegetical effects of Nazi ideology in 1971:  ‘Vielleicht hat diese zeitbedingte 

Weiterung der Heidinnen-Hypothese mit ihrer Diskriminierung des Jüdischen bewirkt, 
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Tradition und Glaube: das frühe Christentum in seiner Umwelt: FS K. G. Kühn 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1971), 260–6; Hanson, ‘Rahab the Harlot’; 
Nolland, ‘Four (Five) Women’.

67. Glenna Jackson, “Have Mercy on Me”: The Story of the Canaanite Woman 
in Matthew 15.21–28 (JSNTsup 228; London and New York: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 2002), 98 n. 159.

68. R. Seeberg, ‘Die Herkunft der Mutter Jesu’, in Theologische Festschrift für 
G. Nathanael Bonwetsch zu seinem siebzigsten Geburtstage (Leipzig: A. Deichert’sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1918), 17.

69. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 110 n. 43.

70. Gerd Lüdemann, Virgin Birth?  The Real Story of Mary and Her Son Jesus 
(J. Bowden, translator; Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1997), 64.



daß sie in der deutschsprachen Literatur mit dem Dritten Reich untergegangen ist.’71  

He rightly argues that Mary is not linked with the women because of the break in 

structure, and concludes his discussion of the matter:  ‘Formal betrachtet hat Maria also 

einen ganz anderen Rang und eine andersartige Bedeutsamkeit als ihre Vorgängerinnen 

in dieser Genealogie.’72  Yet other scholars also posit that the women and Mary 

function in such a way as to represent the Galilean, non-Judean origin of Mary, perhaps 

to emphasize the divide between Judea and Galilee.73  In general, however, Légasse’s 

summary is correct:  ‘La thèse est aussi fantaisiste que celle qui s’efforce de dissocier 

Jésus du peuple juif.’74

Criticisms and Responses

Doubters of the thesis that Matthew included the women on the basis of their status as 

Gentiles or non-Jews abound.  Many scholars have argued that the women should not 

primarily be understood as Gentiles or foreigners.  The most trenchant challenges have 

been offered by Levine, who includes six arguments for avoiding a full-scale reading of 

‘Gentiles’ in 1:3–6.75  (1) It is not clear that Tamar and Bathsheba were Gentiles, and 

there is ambiguity regarding Tamar’s Gentile ancestry in relevant literature.76  (2)  Ruth 
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71. Stegemann, ‘“Die des Uria”’, 266; Hood, ‘Genealogies of Jesus’, 10.

72. Stegemann, ‘“Die des Uria”’, 255.

73. ‘Alle vier Frauen treten als Fremd, sei es nach Blut und Glauben oder nach 
ihrem Leben und Schicksale, in die Verheissung des Messias-Geschlechtes ein; wenn 
Mt vorausgesetzt hat, dass Maria aus dem ferner und verfemten Galiläa stammte (s.zu 
2:19-22), so wäre damit eine gewisse Analogie gegeben.’  Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium 
des Matthäus, 5.  See also R. Le Déaut, ‘Miryam, Soeur de Moise, et Marie, Mére Du 
Messie’, Biblica 45 (1964), 198–219; S. Muñoz Iglesias, ‘El Género Literario del 
Evangelio de la Infancia en San Mateo’, Estudios bíblicos 17 (1958), 243–73. 

74. S. Légasse, ‘Les Généalogies de Jésus’, Bulletin de Littérature 
Ecclésiastique 99 (1998), 449 n. 29.

75. Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions, 72–9.

76. To Levine, add Heil, ‘Narrative Roles’; and Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation 
of Israel’, 131, 138.



and Rahab were proselytes, and thus not ‘Gentiles’ in a genuine sense.77  (3) Namaah 

the Ammonite, mother of Rehoboam, is not named.  (4)  Uriah is identified as 

Bathsheba’s husband, which points to conjugal activity, not Gentile origin. (5)  

Abraham is not necessarily linked to Gentiles in Matthew’s Gospel.  (6)  This 

interpretation is of little value, since it excludes Mary.  To this list we can add another, 

(7) the objection of Wainwright on the androcentric and disdainful nature of the 

‘labeling’ of the women as ‘outsiders’ or ‘foreigners’.78

To these objections, Bauer provides rebuttals.79  (1) The most likely implied 

author and readers knew of them as Gentiles, even if the Scriptures do not clearly 

illustrate the fact.  (2)  ‘That they are [regarded as] proselytes contributes to the very 

point Matthew wishes to make:  their inclusion in the OT community of faith points 

ahead to Jesus who brings Gentiles to the worship of God and causes them to be 

included in the new, eschatological community.’  God is not acting in a novel fashion in 

the church, but merely bringing to a climax that which had been happening or intended 

all along.  (3)  Namaah would not have been as well known as the other characters, who 

were all ‘subjects of OT narrative accounts.’ (4)  Bauer does not apply an answer to the 

question of Uriah, probably because it is easy to argue that he is well-known as a 

Hittite. The reason he appears in place of his wife will be addressed below, but one 

notes that the emphasis on kingship and exile makes the genealogy as much about 

Israel’s story as conjugal activity.  (5)  Matthew probably does employ the sonship of 

Abraham as evidence of Jesus’ role as saviour of the Gentiles; Matthew 3:7–10 and 
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77. See also A. Paul, L’Évangile de l’Enfance Selon Saint Matthieu (Lire la 
Bible 17; Paris: Cerf, 1968), 32–3.  Those following Levine in this regard include 
Overman, Church and Community, 33–5 and John Nolland, ‘Four (Five) Women’, 
528–9 n. 6.

78. Wainwright, Feminist Critical Reading, 62.  It is difficult to sympathize 
with her argument; see the response by Gundry, Matthew, 649.

79. Bauer, ‘Literary and Theological Function’, 148–50.



8:5–13 are often cited as evoking such a connection.80  (6)  ‘The differences between 

the women and Mary should be taken seriously into account’, including grammatical 

differences (Matthew uses the passive verb to describe Jesus’ birth by Mary, 1:16) and 

the very different role played by Mary, who begets by the Holy Spirit (Matt 1:20).81  He 

also notes the lack of emphasis on Mary in Matthew 1:18–25, who appears only as a 

passive character.  Yet Bauer allows that there may be a secondary connection between 

the women and Mary, along the lines proposed by Levine and others.82  Bauer’s 

answers are helpful, yet careful evaluation of the ethnicity of each woman is required.

Tamar’s Ethnicity

On the surface of Genesis 38, Tamar’s father’s house appears to be in Canaan (Gen 

38:11).  Under Judah’s own guidance his sons seem primed to practise their father’s 

habit of taking wives from among the local pagans (Gen 38:1–5).83  Judah has also 

taken to living with a male Canaanite friend and confidant in Hirah the Adullamite 

(Gen 38:1, 12, 20), surely indicative of his general Canaanite preference as far as the 

narrator is concerned.  It seems difficult if not impossible to take Tamar as anything 
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80. Abraham’s status as ‘Father of proselytes’ in early Judaism, his role in the 
OT, and above all the early Christian understanding of him simply do not allow one to 
place racial limits on Matthew’s inclusion of him; Jeffery Siker, Disinheriting the Jews: 
Abraham in Early Christian Controversy (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1991), 
78; Heil, ‘Narrative Roles’, pp. 540–1; Schnider and Stenger, ‘Die Frauen’, 195; 
Carson, ‘Matthew’, p. 66; Lilly Nortjé, ‘Die Abraham-Motief in Matteus 1–4’, Skrif en 
Kerk 19 (2001), 46–56; Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7, 134–5.  Jackson connects Abraham’s 
once-pagan status with that of the ‘four Gentile women’ in the genealogy of Jesus; 
Jackson, “Have Mercy on Me”, 28, 89–90 and nn. 121–8.

81. Levine accepts the significant differences between Mary and the four 
women.  She argues that these differences must be accounted for, yet she then argues 
that a sound theory must account both for connection and differences between Mary and 
the four women; Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions, 71.  Surely few scholars would 
accept this as a requirement for exegeting the genealogy.

82. Bauer, ‘Literary and Theological Function’, 148–50.  

83. For the savvy reader, a foreign woman on the road to Timnah might evoke 
Jdg 14:1–3, another incident involving a Jewish hero making a foolish decision with a 
foreign woman against the judgment and practice of his culture and his parents.



other than a Canaanitess on the basis of the text.  However, a revisionist approach is 

taken in Testament of Judah 10:1, where Er follows his grandfather’s example and goes 

to Mesopotamia to take Tamar, Aram’s daughter, as his wife.  A similar view of Tamar 

as an Aramean is found in Jubilees 41:1–2.  These passages are sometimes cited as 

evidence that Matthew would not have viewed Tamar as a Gentile or non-Jew.

Yet Bauckham notes that Philo (Virt. 220–222) thought her a proselyte, as did 

third century rabbinic sources (cf. b. Sot. 10, which cites R. Samuel b. Nahmani).  

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan (on Gen 38:6), Genesis Rabbah 85:10 and Numbers Rabbah 

13:4 resolve the problem of Tamar’s ethnicity by making her the daughter of Shem via 

Melchizedek, who was decidedly non-Jewish and non-Abrahamic but was the lone 

worshipper of YHWH in the land outside Abraham’s family.  Pseudo-Philo (LAB 9:5) 

contains no explicit ethnic data on Tamar but may be plausibly read as an admission of 

her proselyte status.84  Bauckham also notes that Jubilees and Testaments of the 

Patriarchs frequently share perspectives, and thus may not constitute independent or 

wide evidence, while the remainder of the Jewish evidence (Targums and Philo) 

confirms that she might well have been regarded as a Gentile by a Jewish first century 

writer.85

 Some scholars attempt to make the Aramean label from Jubilees and Testament 

of Judah applicable to Matthew’s use of Tamar.  Luz and Davies and Allison hold that 

she qualifies as a ‘non-Jew’ even if she is Aramean.86  Technically this is correct, but as 

Bauckham notes, such a position would not constitute the sharpest evidence for 

‘Gentile’ status given the Aramean ethnicity of Israel’s foremothers.  Nolland asserts 

that Aramean descent creates ‘a better fit for the role of Tamar in the Matthean 

genealogy’.87  Based on Aramean ancestry and her chronological location in Israel’s 
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84. Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’, 317–21.

85. Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’, 320.

86. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 110; Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 171.

87. Nolland, ‘Four (Five) Women’, 535 n. 26, 536.



history, he suggests that Tamar somehow represents the ‘matriarchs’.  But even if one 

grants the possibility of her Aramean origin, it is difficult to see how she constitutes the 

best example of ‘the matriarchs’ given the other women who could have represented 

this era in Israel’s history.  It seems that Jewish interest in Tamar’s non-Canaanite 

origin in Testament of Judah and later rabbinic literature is perhaps prompted by the 

prima facie evidence of the text of Genesis, in which she plainly seems to be Canaanite, 

even to Matthew’s near-contemporaries.  Moreover, in the community’s blessing on 

Boaz and Ruth’s union (Ruth 4:11–12) Tamar functions as a celebration of another 

foreign-born woman who, like Ruth, exhibited faithfulness and played a role for Israel.  

There is no reason to presume Aramean descent, and it is certainly reasonable to 

propose that Matthew holds Tamar to be a Gentile.

Rahab’s Ethnicity

Rahab is clearly a Canaanite woman, and unambiguously regarded as such in 

contemporaneous literature.  Later Jewish tradition expresses doubt about Rahab’s 

Canaanite origin, on the grounds that the law kept Joshua from marrying a proselyte (B. 

Meg. 14:2).  This late interest in preserving purity fails to provide early evidence that 

Matthew or his contemporaries would have been troubled by Rahab’s ethnicity.  On the 

contrary, Eisenbaum suggests that her ethnic status helped account for her fame in early 

Christian circles.  She appears four times in literature from the first Christian century 

(Matt 1, Jas 2, Heb 11, 1 Clem. 12), and her inclusion precisely as a Gentile is perhaps 

underscored by her status as the last character described in the descriptive portion of the 

litany of Israel’s history in Hebrews 11.88 

Even Rahab’s status as a Gentile in Matthew 1 has not gone unchallenged.  J. 

Quinn argues that � ù  could not possibly refer to Rahab of Jericho, as both the date 

and spelling in Matthew 1 contradict the Old Testament data.  Matthew must be naming 
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88. Eisenbaum, Jewish Heroes, 173, 177.



another woman unknown to modern readers, or perhaps he was confused by a source.89  

Raymond Brown sufficiently answers this objection, noting that Boaz and other 

characters in the genealogy receive unusual and sometimes entirely unique 

orthographies.  Moreover, Quinn’s anonymous RAXAB would be the lone extrabiblical 

character between Abraham and Shealtiel.  The time for her marriage to Salmon fits 

roughly with what we know of him in the Old Testament given that his father Nahshon 

(Num 2:3, 7:12) was a leader during the wilderness years.90 

Ruth’s Ethnicity

Ruth is unmistakably a Moabite, a non-Jew.  It is impossible to see her as originating 

anywhere other than Moab, Israel’s enemy since the Exodus.  Scholars occasionally 

argue that her status as a proselyte could be seen as a shift in ethnicity.  Yet even after 

her ‘conversion’ she is still explicitly called ‘Ruth the Moabitess’ (Ruth 4:10).91  Later 

rabbis recognized her as a Moabite in their concern for the purity of the Davidic line, 

and thus interpreted the prohibition against marriage of Moabites so as to allow for the 

marriage of Moabite women (B. Yeb. 76b), a tacit admission that there is no way around 

her Moabite status, even if one grants her status as a proselyte.  Ruth’s Moabite status 

contrasts with the usual practice to avoid the ascription of non-Jewish ethnicity in the 

line of David and the Messiah at all costs.  

Bathsheba’s Ethnicity

Bathsheba’s status is much more complicated.  Gentile ancestry seems clearly the case 

for three of the women, which sometimes leads scholars to assume that Bathsheba must 
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89. J. D. Quinn, ‘Is ‘PAXAB in Mt 1.5 Rahab of Jericho?’ Biblica 62 
(1981), 225–8.

90. Raymond Brown, ‘Rachab in Mt 1,5 Probably is Rahab of Jericho’, 
Biblica 63 (1982), 79–80.

91. Contra the label ‘former Gentile’ applied by Nolland, Matthew, p. 75.



necessarily share this status.92  Other scholars assume Matthew communicates her 

status as a Hittite by virtue of her marriage to Uriah, naming him in order to show that 

her ethnicity would be altered by her husband.  She would be reckoned a Gentile 

because of her husband’s ethnicity.93  Stegemann exemplifies this approach, insisting 

that Bathsheba would have been considered a heathen by early Jews such as Matthew’s 

author by virtue of her marriage.  He agrees that she would not actually be heathen, and 

usually puts ‘Heidinnen’ in quotes.  But according to the Judaism of the day, he argues, 

she shares the trait of conversion or reorientation with the other three women.94  But if 

the view of her ethnicity was changed because of marriage, this would of course change 

Ruth and Tamar and Rahab’s ethnicity, as they all married outside their ethnicity.

In contrast, S. Muñoz Iglesias rightly rejects the notion that Bathsheba’s 

husband’s identity necessarily determines her own ethnicity:  ‘En todo caso, el estar 

casada con un hitita no arguye necesariamente que ella lo fuera también.’95  Her 

marriage to Uriah would not change her origin, and thus not her contemporaries’ view 

of her ethnicity, particularly since he was the one who had come to Israel and the 

service of Israel’s king, not she to the Hittites.  Furthermore, her final status as David’s 
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92. She is ‘presumably, like her husband, a Hittite’ according to Rudolf Pesch, 
‘“He Will be Called a Nazorean”: Messianic Exegesis in Matthew 1–2’, in C. A. Evans 
and W. R. Stegner, eds., The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel (Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1994), 145; ‘[T]here is certainly no real problem about supposing that Bathsheba 
is included in the genealogy as a Gentile.’ Bauckham, Gospel Women, 23.

93. ‘[H]er marriage to a Hittite would cause her to be considered Gentile by 
later rabbinic law’ Eugene M. Boring, ‘Matthew’, in Leander E. Keck, ed., The New 
Interpreter’s Bible: Matthew, Mark (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 130; one 
should stress the word later here!  See similar arguments in E. Schweizer, The Gospel 
According to Matthew (D. Green; London: SPCK, 1976), 25; J. Raisin, Gentile 
Reactions to Jewish Ideals with Special Reference to Proselytes (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1953), 112; Gundry, Matthew, 15; Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium 
des Matthäus, 5 n. 2.

94. Stegemann, ‘“Die des Uria”’, 260–2.

95. S. Muñoz Iglesias, Los Evangelios de la Infancia:  Vol. 4. Nacimiento e 
Infancia de Jesus en San Mateo (Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos 509; Madrid: 
Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1990), 93.



wife and Solomon’s mother enshrined her in Jewish tradition as a Jew, although a 

minority report in much later tradition held her to be the granddaughter of the non-

Jewish Ahitophel.96

 The nail in the coffin of Bathsheba’s supposed Gentile identity, data 

downplayed by Stegemann, is the fact that she is almost certainly attested as the 

daughter of an Israelite in Samuel and Chronicles.  2 Samuel 11 and 12 (where Eliam is 

her father) differs from the Chronicler, who inverts the paternal name and labels her 

‘the daughter of Ammiel’ (3:5), but in both instances the reference is almost certainly to 

a Hebrew (cf. 2 Sam 23:34; so b. Sanh. 101b).97  The Chronicler uses the name Ammiel 

to identify an important Korahite (1 Chr 26:5), and the genealogical purity of the 

Korahites was crucial.  In light of the distinction between Ammiel/Eliam and ‘Uriah the 

Hittite’, one can compare the way in which members of David’s posse are presumably 

always identified when ethnically different (2 Sam 23:37, 39; 1 Chr 11:46).98  In light 

of the Old Testament data, Bathsheba and her father are to be understood as Jewish. 

Ethnicity of the Women in the Genealogy: Conclusion

The evidence shows that three of the four women in the genealogy are certainly (Ruth, 

Rahab) or probably (Tamar) non-Jewish, while Bathsheba is Jewish.  Any interpretation 

of the women must account for these facts.  Whether he sees the women as proselytes 

or fully Gentile, two or (more likely) three of the women are of foreign, non-Jewish 

origin.  Finally, the relevance of the non-Jewishness of the women suggests that they 

may in some respect be viewed separately from Mary.
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96. Samuel T. Lachs, A Rabbinic Commentary on the New Testament: The 
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (New York and Hoboken: Anti-Defamation 
League of B’nai B’rith and Ktav, 1987), 4.

97. See also 2 Sam 15:12; Josh 15:20, 51, employed against Bathsheba-as-
Gentile by Mark Bredin, ‘Gentiles and the Davidic Tradition in Matthew’, in A. 
Brenner, ed., Feminist Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New Testament (Feminist 
Companion to the Bible 10; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 96–7.

98. Bredin, ‘Gentiles and the Davidic Tradition’, 96–7.



The Women Are Present Because They Are ‘Irregular’

The women are present because in some respect they represent ‘irregularity’ or an 

unusual situation.  The word itself implies a broad category capable of incorporating 

any interpretation at all, since all interpretations presuppose something unique about the 

annotations capable of fostering a break in the ‘regularity’ of the genealogy, including 

ethnic irregularity (‘Gentiles’) or moral irregularity (‘sinners’).  Not surprisingly, then, 

the precise nomenclature employed in descriptions of this irregularity varies greatly, 

and this category often functions as a catch-all for many scholars not examined 

elsewhere.

Irregularity in Defence of Mary

Scholars taking such views may be subdivided into those who see Mary’s (and thus 

Jesus’) reputation as under assault, and those who do not.  The former group argues that 

Matthew includes such irregularities for the sake of apologetics in the face of the shame 

surrounding Jesus’ birth, sometimes said to exist at Mark 6:3 and in the air of Jesus’ 

dispute with Jewish leaders in John 8 (especially verse 41); or in order to illustrate 

God’s ‘irregular’ plan for Mary, Joseph and the birth of Jesus.  This view seems to have 

originated with Grotius.  It was taken up by Joseph Wetstein (also spelled Wettstein in 

the literature) in 1751:  ‘What cavil can they make against a virgin mother who boast in 

the four women numbered in the line of Messianic descent.’99   Scholars holding to this 

interpretation include Beare, Box, Burkitt, Freed, Grotius, L. T. Johnson, Klostermann, 

Lachs100, Leany, Lenski, Legásse, McNeile, Michaelis, Montefiore, Nicolardot, 

 164 

  

———————————

99. J. J. Weststein, Novum Testamentum Graecum; Editionis Receptae Cum 
Lectionibus Variantibus Codicum MSS., Editionum Aliarum, Versionum et Patrum Nec 
Non Commentario Pleniore Ex Scriptoribus Vetribus Hebraeis, Graecis et Latinis 
Historiam et Vim Verborum Illustrante (Amsterdam: Dommer, 1751), 226–7.

100. ‘All of them are cited presumably as a protest against the vilification of 
Mary and the cloud over the birth of Jesus’; Lachs, Rabbinic Commentary, 2.



Schniewind, Taylor, A. B. Ulanov, J. Weiss, Wetstein, Zahn.101  

One wonders at the utility of this thesis; on account of the supposed 

irregularities or scandal hung around the neck of these women, any slander of Mary’s 

reputation might be reinforced by association with her.102  Scholars sensitive to the 

misogyny inherent in the idea of treating these four women as sinners, yet still holding 

on to ‘irregularity’, attempt to insert a nuance into the argument, so that the other four 

women only seemed to be sinners or scandals, but (like Mary) were not.103  Such an 

interpretation is still at risk of sinking Mary by association and is thus unlikely.  

Additionally, there is no support for this interpretation in the contemporaneous 

literature, and only in the case of Tamar does it fit the Old Testament evidence.

Irregularity as Irrelevant for Apologetics

Those who avoid or dispute the question of apologetics, while still relying on 

something akin to the irregularity interpretation, include Albright and Mann, Allen, 

Anderson, Blanco Pacheco, R. Bloch, Boring, R. Brown, F. D. Bruner, W. Carter, 

Cunningham, Danielou, M. Davies, Davies and Allison, Edwards, Erickson, Fenton, 

Filson, Frankemölle, M.-L. Gabler, Garland, Gnilka, Goulder, Graves, Green, Gröfer, 

Hagner, Hanson (‘perhaps’), Harrington, Hill, Holtzmann, M. D. Johnson104, Kennedy, 

Kynes, Légasse, Loisy, Luz, McNeile, A. W. Meyer, Moreton, B. Nolan, E. Pascual, A. 

Paul, Paulus, Räisänen, Sabourin, Schlatter, B. D. T. Smith, Spong, K. Stendahl (who 

stresses sexual ‘“irregularity” in the Davidic line’105), Strauss, Tatum, Vögtle, Waetjen, 
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101. For the earlier scholars on this list, see Marshall Johnson, Biblical 
Genealogies, 158.  

102. Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 21.

103. Craig Blomberg, Matthew, 56.

104. The women are ‘blots’; Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 155.

105. Krister Stendahl, ‘Quis et Unde?  an Analysis of Matthew 1–2’, in G. 
Stanton, ed., The Interpretation of Matthew (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995), 101.



B. Weiss, and B. Witherington III.  Brown believes that the numbers warranted 

ascribing something of a majority position to this interpretation.

Many of those noting ‘irregularity’ proceed to a more incisive or specific way in 

which the women are irregular.  As a result, there are several possible strands of this 

argument, including gender, sexual, marital, maternal-natal, social, national, and legal 

irregularities.106  For instance, Ben Witherington notes that all four women ‘shared in 

common a non-Jewish ancestry’; he argues that ‘by this fact, the unions these women 

had with Jews would be considered irregular.’107  Even more broadly, the mere 

presence of women in a genealogy is somewhat ‘irregular’, save for those who mark 

descent from a particular wife, or those descending from an especially important 

woman in a royal lineage, although it is more common to find the subject’s mother only 

included in a genealogy.108  But the variety of such observations highlights the problem 

with the notion of ‘irregularity’ and raises the question of whether any specific 

interpretation adequately links the women. 

Raymond Brown. One important attempt at such an interpretation is that 

offered by Brown, who affirms and defends his previous reading of the women as 

‘irregular’ and ‘instrument[s] of God’s providence or of His Holy Spirit’, while 

demoting any emphasis on Gentiles to a distant third.109  But there is no clear, precise 
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106. Hanson, ‘Rahab the Harlot’, 53; Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 73–4, 593–6; 
S. Blanco Pacheco, ‘Las Mujeres en la Genealogía Mateana de Jesús (Mt 1,1–17)’, 
Ephemerides Mariologicae 43 (1993), 25–6; Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 10; G. Paterson 
Corrington, Her Image of Salvation (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1992), 152–3.  
Schaberg draws on S. Niditch’s analysis of Tamar’s story to argue that the women are 
‘social misfit[s]’ in some way; Schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 32; S. Niditch, ‘The 
Wronged Woman Righted’, HTR 72 (1979), 143–9.  Despite her interest in avoiding 
and critiquing ‘irregularity’, Levine sees the women’s sexual activity as the particular 
‘unconventional’ trait that unites all five characters; Social and Ethnic Dimensions, 69.

107. Witherington, Matthew, 40.

108. Suetonius, Jul. 6.1 (Loeb); Galb. 2.  The inclusion of women is not really 
an anomaly in Jewish literature.  Mussies cites fourteen women in 1 Chr 2; ‘Parallels to 
Matthew’s Version’, 38.

109. This view is similar to that found throughout Nolan, Royal Son of God, and 



view of what this irregularity entails, as reflected in Brown’s language:  ‘These five 

women do have in common that their union with their partners before or at conception 

was scandalous or irregular, something not true of most OT women.’110  And again, 

citing Mary in the New Testament, ‘The four OT women, marked out by irregular 

marital unions, were vehicles of God’s messianic plan.’111  But Tamar was not married 

to Judah as a vehicle of God’s messianic plan:  the text explicitly states that she and 

Judah did not have a post-conception relationship (Gen 38:26).112  Others are even less 

convincing than Brown.  France cites the four women as ‘forming an impressive 

precedent for Jesus’ birth of an unmarried mother’.113  But Bathsheba, Ruth and Rahab 

were married before conception, and Tamar’s conception fell within her legal rights.  

Such interpretations point up the importance of careful, detailed study of this question.

While Brown may come closer to a sound reading than the ‘unusual 

conceptions’ link scholars sometimes carelessly read, it is not clear what precisely 

‘irregularity’ is meant to convey.  In the original text of Birth of the Messiah, he has to 

use the carefully parsed word ‘union’ instead of marriage, perhaps to accommodate the 
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Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1987), 74; cf. Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A 
Commentary (second revised and expanded ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 11.



fact that Tamar was not married to Judah.114  It is not at all clear that Ruth’s connection 

with Boaz based on levirate law would be sufficiently ‘irregular’ to put her in league 

with Bathsheba or even Tamar; the circumstances are vastly different.  One does not get 

the sense that Rahab’s otherwise unknown union with Salmon was scandalous.

So Matthew’s emphasis does not appear to be on the union at all.  But if it was 

Matthew’s emphasis, what precisely is the reader supposed to get out of the message of 

irregularity?  What role could the message play in Matthew’s Gospel?  Perhaps sensing 

the inadequacy of a focus on union, Brown digs deeper and decides that Matthew’s 

genealogy as a whole stresses God’s providential guidance in history.  But if this were 

Matthew’s goal, he has not done as well as he could in stressing God’s action or 

providence in history, since miraculous conceptions in the line of the Messiah are not 

featured:  Sarah the great matriarch, for example, or the choosing of Jacob over Esau 

and Isaac over Abraham’s other sons.  It is unclear how, if providence were 

significantly in view, these should be left out while ‘irregular unions’ (which are not 

clearly analogous to Mary and Joseph’s union) are featured.  Brown feels the sting in 

Schaberg’s counter-argument, that God is not actually seen clearly intervening in 

remarkable ways in the lives of the women in their respective Old Testament narratives; 

yet he merely tries to rescue the thesis by insisting that God’s ‘intervention’ is in terms 

of ‘divine planning.’115

The charge that the women are ‘sexually suspect’ is similar to the sinners 

interpretation, with the difference being that these women are only thought to be sinners 

but were actually not.  This charge only applies to Ruth on the most uncharitable 

reading of the book of Ruth, and one cannot find such a reading in Judaism or 

Christianity.  ‘Irregular unions’116 likewise does not pass muster, since one cannot find 
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evidence that levirate marriage was in any way regarded as ‘irregular’, and evidence is 

lacking for Rahab’s marriage with Salmon.  Nor are all four births irregular.  Ruth’s 

production of Obed, and Bathsheba’s birth of Solomon cannot be regarded as 

‘irregular’:  Solomon in the text and in tradition is never the child of sin, but of a 

marriage, albeit one with a dark beginning.117

Finally, if irregularity is extended broadly enough to encompass all of the 

women, then every biblical character fits the mould, for all are ‘unique’.  In sum, the 

women are not only irregular in comparison with some norm; they are irregular from 

one another—at least for the purposes of the irregularity argument.  Brown’s own 

admission is a virtual surrender:  ‘The parallelism among the women is not perfect.’118  

Harrington frankly admits that commonality in such irregularity is not possible, and the 

relative inability of making such an interpretation fit has resulted in the proliferation of 

interpretations treating the women as distinct, as noted below.119

 It is apparently impossible to articulate this ‘irregularity’ with clear lines.  Many 

scholars are forced to lump unrelated aspects of the women’s lives together, or to 

engage in questionable readings of the Old Testament narratives which slide into 

denigration of the women.  As indicated above, such interpretations have little to do 

with the way in which the women are portrayed in the Old Testament or in literature 

antecedent to or roughly contemporaneous with Matthew’s Gospel.  Scholars have been 

utterly unable to settle with precision on an irregular component capable of uniting 

these four women.  Finally, not only are the less precise efforts too elastic to merit 
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confidence, they do not connect the genealogy with the remainder of the Gospel or the 

person and work of the subject of the genealogy.

Additional Interpretations

In addition to these three primary interpretations, several additional attempts at 

interpreting the women merit attention. 

Marshall Johnson: the Women Are Present Because of Davidic Controversy

One important minority view is that of Marshall Johnson, whose thesis has been 

disseminated in various published editions of his dissertation, an article, and standard 

dictionary entries.  Johnson anchors the entire meaning of the genealogy and the women 

in one thesis:  Matthew is making a sales pitch for Jesus as a ‘Pharisaic’ Messiah.  The 

women and their biblical stories were the subject of intense debate and scrutiny because 

they were (potentially or actually) individually or collectively a ‘corrupting’ influence 

in the Judean royal line.  Early Jews who favoured a priestly Messiah could argue 

against Judean elevation on the basis of these women, who were ethnically or legally 

irregular.  Conversely, the women were defended and elevated by the rabbis of the 

proto-rabbinic period in an attempt to ‘sell’ a Davidic Messiah over and against, or in 

conjunction with, a Levitical Messiah; or perhaps against a minority who denied the 

need for a Messiah at all.  Given the post-70 rise of the Pharisees, Matthew may have 

taken the opportunity to shape Jesus’ Messiahship according to the newly dominant 

paradigm:  ‘Matthew . . . may have included the four women in Jesus’ genealogy to 

show that in every respect the Pharisaic expectation had been fulfilled in Jesus of 

Nazareth, who was the son of David and therefore a descendant of the four women.’120

On Johnson’s reading the women are included primarily because of disputes 

among Hasmoneans and their opponents, perhaps spilling over into Matthew’s day via 

Sadducees or purists among the Pharisees, over the legitimacy of the Davidic line given 
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the presence of paradigm-challenging figures such as the Moabitess Ruth.121  The 

argument runs that Matthew chose to address the controversy head-on, embracing it in 

light of Pharisaic expectation, instead of ignoring or resisting it, in order to underscore 

Jesus’ Davidic descent to his contemporaries.  While Ruth Rabbah 8:1 provides some 

alleged (but entirely unclear) support for this dispute, this extant evidence is quite late, 

so that Johnson’s argument relies too much on the common yet erroneous view of 

rabbinic sources in the pre-Sanders era.  In any event, the association of Rahab with the 

line of Judah cannot explain her presence.122  Finally, one would think that if this were 

Matthew’s intention, the gains from his point of view would be quite limited:  would 

not a genealogy without these women adequately illustrate the Davidic descent of 

Jesus?  Levine similarly notes the irrelevance of the Sadduceans after 70 C. E.123  

Indeed, the political situation renders this interpretation impossible.  Johnson has to 

propose that this challenge to Messiahship arose after the fall of the Sadducees and the 

Essenes, as opponents of Davidic Messianism were in their death-throes.124  Such sup-

position relies on a very narrow chronological window.  As Bauckham correctly notes, 

later rabbinic debate over descent does not necessarily signify that political parties 

invested in such a debate, or that such debates even existed during Matthew’s era.  

Moreover, many debates were carried on for the sake of debate itself.125  With respect 

 171 

  

———————————

121. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 132–3, citing V. Aptowitzer, Parteipolitik 
der Hasmonäerzeit im rabbinischen und pseudo-epigraphischen Schriftum (Vienna: 
Verlag der Kohut, 1927), 92.

122. Nolan, Royal Son of God, 119 n. 4.

123. Including the fact that ‘the remainder of the gospel suggests that the debate 
with the Sadducees is a thing of the past (cf. the [explicit] identification of their 
religious beliefs in 22:23)’; Levine, Social and Ethnic Dimensions, 68–9.

124. Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 178.

125. See additional significant criticisms on Johnson’s use of Ruth R. 8:1in 
Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’, 318–9 n. 15.  If Matthew is indeed employing a rabbinic 
background, he fails to follow another such practice:  that of avoiding a Gentile 
background for David and the Messiah.



to Matthew’s environment, any assumption that such concerns existed are nothing more 

than that:  assumptions, entirely lacking in evidence.

The Women Illustrate Evidence of the Work of God

A number of scholars suggest that Matthew may be interested in showing God’s own 

work in the genealogy through human instruments, variously ascribed to ‘providence’, 

‘election’, the work of the Holy Spirit, or God’s way of working for and through his 

people.  This group of interpretations became increasingly important after the work of 

R. Brown, and, as with the previous interpretations, scholars (including Brown) 

routinely combine this interpretation with other options for one or all of the women.126  

R. Bloch, Nortjé-Meyer; Gnilka; Grundmann, Albright and Mann; M. Orsatti; D. Patte; 

Frankemölle; P. J. Cunningham; D. Nineham; Carson; Paul; and Räisänen.  Similarly, 

God’s mysterious wisdom in moving the line by the use of ‘unusual women and 

unusual circumstances’ suggests to Witherington that the women are part of the ‘divine 

wisdom theme’ in Matthew.127

Similar to Brown’s work—and with the same weaknesses—are A. Paul’s 

conclusions:  

Grâce à cette éclairage fourni par la littérature juive, on perçot aisément tout ce 
que ces quatres femmes ont en commun dan la généalogie de Matthieu : 
l’irrégularité – mais nullement le péché – par laquelle passe nécessarement leur 
maternité et donc la réalisation de la Promesse; la soumission totale au plan de 
Dieu, pourtant déconcertant ; et enfin l’intervention de l’Esprit Saint qui révéla 
à ces héroïnes d’Israël l’originalité de leur mission et leur donna la force, malgré 
bien des difficultés, d’être fidèles à leur vocation.’128

While Brown has been addressed at length, another scholar provides a picture of 

this influential interpretation.  Nolan sees the women in a variety of lights, depending 

on the approach taken in the various sections of his study on Matthew 1–2.  Divine 
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providence is the primary reference, however, and this is expressed in several ways:  

‘The four women foreshadow the extraordinary manner of the coming or genesis of the 

son of David, who is also the son of God’129; they are evidence of ‘divine providence at 

work in an extraordinary way’, and evidence that ‘the Lord God has his own logic’ 

which leads to ‘his sovereign power and overriding purpose at work’.130  In Nolan’s 

view, as with Brown, the women’s ethnicity is only significant in a secondary sense.

As with ‘irregularity’, this interpretation is quite vague and often fails to find a 

precise referent.  Commentators have been unable to settle on a more specific aspect of 

how God’s sovereignty or power is manifest in this particular set of women, and 

whether or in what way it connects to the women’s unions or the birth of their sons in 

the messianic line.  Put another way, it relies on a ‘general or abstract common 

denominator’.131  Moreover, this interpretation also fails to explain the omission of 

other women such as Sarah, who could certainly epitomize God’s providential work for 

his people and the seed of Abraham.132 

Spencer suggests that the women in fact all have stories in the Old Testament in 

which God is not as present as one might expect.133  Schaberg’s similar criticisms 

correctly identify the state of affairs in Tamar and Ruth’s stories, and probably 

Bathsheba’s; but Rahab certainly responds to God’s work and is rescued by God’s 

people in the midst of a miraculous victory, such that it is difficult to see God as absent 

in her story.  As noted above, feminists and other scholars highlight the ways in which 
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the presentations of the women’s own actions and faith probably tell against any effort 

on Matthew’s part to elevate clearly the work of God, particularly over and against 

other more miraculous or providential births and unions such as Abraham and Sarah, 

Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob and Rachel. 

Interpreting the Women Without a Common Denominator

The massive amount of research on the question of the women in the genealogy 

represents the lack of satisfaction with the state of scholarship and extant possible 

explanations for the annotations.  It was mentioned in the introduction to this chapter 

that scholars generally assume that Matthew intends for readers to see four women, and 

that the four women should be interpreted as something of a unit.  Thanks to the 

inability of the interpretations reviewed above to provide consensus, even one of these 

generally agreed-upon points mentioned in the introduction of this chapter is now under 

assault, and one strand of scholarship attempts to avoid treating these four annotations 

as a unit.

 J. P. Heil reckons that ‘most commentators have overestimated what they have 

in common and underestimated their differences.’  Heil still urges the reader to connect 

the references to the four women to Mary.  Joseph is explicitly Mary’s husband, and as 

such this final union stands in continuity with the legitimate marriages of Ruth and 

Rahab rather than the illicit unions between Tamar and Judah and Bathsheba and 

David.  Matthew also wants the reader to see a contrast between exemplary unions 

(Ruth and Rahab and their spouses) and the failure of the Davidic kings.  On Heil’s 

reading Joseph reverses the ‘sinfulness of the previous Davidic kings, as signalled by 

Tamar and the wife of Uriah’, and instead ‘follows the models of faithfulness provided 

by Rahab and Ruth’, both of whom as Gentiles stand in fulfillment of the promise to 

Abraham.134  Thus for Heil, Ruth and Rahab pair with one another to underscore 
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Matthew’s interest in Gentiles, while Tamar and Bathsheba aid in the interpretation of 

Mary and Joseph.

Heil is not alone in suggesting that interpreting the four women without a 

simple, common link makes the most sense of the data.135  Schnider and Stenger 

similarly doubt a connection for all four women:  ‘Das, was man nun in Kenntnis…des 

AT über die Frauen weiß, läßt es kaum zu, ohne mehr oder weniger elegante 

Umdeutungen alle erwähnten Frauen in einer Bedeutungsstruktur zu vereinen.’136  They 

attempt a dubious structural arrangement that links Bathsheba with Mary.137  As with 

Heil, the arrangement fails both from a lack of evidence from Jewish and Christian 

sources and from overly creative analysis—analysis that is at least as obscure and 

difficult as the others they have critiqued, particularly in efforts to provide a link with 

Mary.  Nolland takes an easier route by avoiding the burden of establishing any 

structural connections between the four women and Mary, concluding that ‘each 

[woman] is included primarily because of her unique individual potential for evoking 

important aspects of the story of Israel’s history’.138  But on this reading one is left to 

wonder why other women even more capable of evoking ‘important aspects of the story 

of Israel’s history’, such as Sarah and Rebekah, have not been included by Matthew.
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Composition critical considerations cast doubt on the notion that the women 

appear without a common denominator.  In the previous investigation of ‘summaries of 

Israel’s stories’, it was observed that ancient Jewish authors used traceable patterns; 

they repeated characters or linked events in order to prove or reinforce a particular 

point.139  Such repetition relied on coherence between the episodes or characters in 

question.  Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus arguably shares this feature with other SIS, 

including his source (Chronicles) and texts in his early Christian milieu.  It seems best 

to press forward at finding a common thread if at all possible.  Moreover, the tendency 

to include Rahab in lists of other faithful or righteous persons (Heb 11, Jas 2, 1 Clem. 

8–12) also suggests she may well be used in conjunction with other such praiseworthy 

characters in Matthew 1.

In any event scholars opposed to a single interpretation for the women clearly 

depict the state of current research and the apparent difficulty in finding a common 

thread for the four women, with or without the inclusion of Mary.  In his recent 

commentary France bluntly remarks that all interpretations seem to break down, so that 

‘conjecture’ is the only extant scholarly option.  Can a unifying feature be found, and 

can such a feature be asserted with confidence, or are interpreters left with 

‘conjecture’?140

Conclusion

Thus far there is a clear lacuna in the scholarship, notwithstanding the mountain of 

research and creative efforts on the part of scholars attempting to interpret the 

genealogy of Jesus in Matthew.  The three primary arguments for Matthew’s inclusion 

of the women fail to satisfactorily explain their presence in the genealogy.  Johnson and 

Brown attempt to provide alternative explanations for the presence of these four 

women, but fail to satisfy the data and the scholarly community.  As a result, a handful 
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of scholars now cast doubt on a previously settled point, challenging the notion that the 

women are even intended to function as a unit.  Are those who interpret the four women 

along variegated rather than unified lines therefore correct, or is there overlooked data 

which unifies the women?  In order to answer such questions it was necessary to engage 

in careful analysis of the state of research in order to determine whether something has 

been overlooked or unduly criticised, or whether Heil and others are correct in 

abandoning the quest for coherence.

Before despairing of a single over-arching explanation for these four characters, 

one final effort may be made to provide a unified interpretation for these four 

annotations.  In light of the weaknesses of the usual interpretations, the next chapter 

will show that an altogether different interpretation makes the most sense of the data.  It 

has no weaknesses, correlates well with Matthew’s Gospel as a whole, and has the 

likeliest claim to function as Matthew’s primary concern.  Instead of questioning 

whether the four characters are to be interpreted as a unit with a common interpretive 

end (first assumption) as Schnider and Stenger, Heil and Nolland do, one might 

question whether Matthew intends for readers to focus their interpretation on four 

women (second assumption).  While both of these assumptions are usually accepted, the 

following chapter will counter this second assumption.  Additionally, the following 

chapter will build on the review of scholarly options in the present chapter.  In 

particular close attention will be paid to the congruence of Tamar, Rahab and Ruth 

noted in this present chapter, a congruence which arose through an examination of 

scholarly proposals and ancient texts.  The status these three women share as Gentiles 

of celebrated character is an important clue to Matthew’s intentions. 

 177 

  



CHAPTER 6

FOUR PRAISEWORTHY NON-JEWS

Four Non-Jews in the Genealogy: an Overlooked Alternative

The previous chapter illustrated the absence of a satisfactory explanation for the four 

women in the genealogy, despite the remarkable degree of attention paid to the question 

in modern research.  But this chapter will illustrate that another option exists, although 

it has not been adequately argued in previous scholarship and is almost never 

considered.  In the previous chapter it was shown that two assumptions (often unstated) 

were commonly held by scholars:  one, that Matthew intends all four of these 

annotations to be interpreted as a unit; and another, that Matthew intends the reader’s 

attention to be drawn to four women.  Just as some scholars have begun to challenge 

the first point, the option presented in this chapter challenges the second of the 

assumptions, that Matthew intends for the reader to focus on four women.1

The increase in interpretations supporting or relying upon the plurality or 

indeterminate meaning of the women in the genealogy was also noted in the previous 

chapter.  But the analysis of SIS and the use of the Jewish Scriptures in early Judaism 

and Christianity casts doubt on whether this is a likely interpretation, as characters in 

SIS tend to function as unified expressions of past successes or failures.  The tendency 

to use characters as clear models for good or evil argues against any ambiguity.  The 

moral ambiguity of the women, or the supposed ambiguity of their birth, marriage or 

sexual stories, on which Blomberg, Schaberg, Kopas, Levine and others rely, is 
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probably not what one would expect from a writer in Matthew’s era.  When characters 

appear in SIS in early Judaism and Christianity, they are almost always clearly positive 

or negative moral examples, simultaneously ‘analeptic’ and ‘proleptic’.  To cite but one 

most relevant example, the use of Rahab in earliest Christianity outside the genealogy 

provides a case in point:  Hebrews, James, and Clement all agree that Rahab is a worthy 

model.  Moreover, aspects of biblical genealogies noted in the second chapter suggest 

the value of seeing annotations drawing from Israel’s story as contributions to 

legitimation.  This facet of genealogies suggests that Matthew is more likely pointing to 

the Messianic vocation of Jesus, rather than pointing to Joseph and Mary’s union or 

Jesus’ birth circumstances.

The preceding chapter showed the inability of previous scholarship to provide a 

satisfactory interpretation of the four women as a unit, but the present chapter can build 

on the observations garnered from the investigation of the previous proposals.  It was 

shown that three of the women (Tamar, Rahab and Ruth) are Gentiles, and that these 

three women are celebrated in the Old Testament text and subsequent tradition as 

righteous or faithful characters.

The thesis of the current chapter adds one simple observation almost always 

overlooked in scholarship.  Along with the three exemplary Gentile women in Matthew 

1:3–5, Matthew intends for readers to see the name of a fourth exemplary Gentile.  

Uriah, like the three women (and unlike Bathsheba), is a Gentile; like the three women, 

he is praiseworthy; and like the three women (and unlike Bathsheba), he is named in 

this summary of Israel’s story.

This thesis coheres with the observation of the positive inclusion of Gentiles in 

Chronicles and Christian SIS.  Moreover, it corresponds to the remarkably positive 

view of particular Gentiles (distinct from the generic desperate condition of the nations 

as a whole) throughout Matthew’s Gospel, as the magi, the Queen of the South, 

Ninevites, the centurion and the Canaanite woman all receive positive treatment. 
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Uriah in Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus: Scholarly Proposals

Although one would not find evidence of such an interpretive option in the vast 

majority of works reviewing the question of ‘the women’, proposals for the genealogy 

have been made which include Uriah, not Bathsheba, as the intended locus of the 

readers’ attention.

C. T. Davis

The first scholar to posit an emphasis on Uriah rather than Bathsheba is C. T. Davis.2  

Davis sees the genealogy as the fulfillment of ‘the primordial purpose of God’ leading 

to the Messianic era.  He finds five ‘breaks’ in the rhythm of the genealogy which in his 

view share a common theme: 

(1) Judah and his brothers, Perez and Zerah by Tamar (Matt 1:2–3)

(2)  Rahab and Ruth (Matt 1:5)

(3)  David the king, begat Solomon by Uriah’s wife (Matt 1:6)

(4)  Jechoniah and his brothers at the time of the exile (Matt 1:11–12)

(5)  Joseph, Mary, and Jesus (Matt 1:16)

Davis argues that each of these five interruptions in the pattern signifies a time when a 

threat to God’s promises arises.  In each instance, a pious foreigner and a significant 

figure in Israel are present, and a ‘significant act of God’ leads Israel past the present 

threat.  Rahab stands against Judah’s descendant, Achan, and his sin; she stands in line 

with Tamar (who in turn contrasts with Judah and his sons) and Uriah (who contrasts 

with David).  Jechoniah has become a foreigner after the exile, stripped of his identity 

with his people and stripped of the promises of the covenant.3  Nonetheless, after 

repentance God grants him a role in leading his people to restoration.  Tamar, Rahab, 

Ruth, Uriah, and Jechoniah all stand in a line pointing to Joseph, who is the truly 

righteous Jew fulfilling God’s purposes.  Joseph is finally the true Israelite, a true son 
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of Abraham, David and Judah, so that no foreigner is needed in the fulfillment of God’s 

purposes.  God’s people in Matthew’s community are then identified as those who 

possess just this sort of righteousness.4

 Among other problems with this thesis, it is by no means clear that ‘Uriah the 

Hittite continue[s] the Messianic line.’5  Nor is it clear that Jechoniah appears ‘[a]s a 

foreigner, stripped of rank, privilege, and covenantal authority . . . with Tamar, Rahab, 

Ruth, and Uriah.’6  He goes so far as to suggest that the children of the union of David 

and Bathsheba are more truly Uriah’s (including Solomon and the Messiah).  Davis’s 

initial thesis, that the righteous characters are paired against ‘significant characters’ 

from Israel’s history, breaks down upon inspection.  For instance, Jechoniah has to play 

both roles. Nor is it clear who precisely functions as a ‘significant [negative] character’ 

for Israel’s history in the life of Ruth.  Thus there is no connection between the first five 

‘Gentiles’ (including Jechoniah) and Joseph (1:16).  Davis also fails to explain 

adequately how ‘God’s primordial purposes’ revolve around the righteous people who 

were the subjects of his original intent.  This produces an over-reliance on an under-

explained ‘age of fulfillment’ and four-fold division of history, for which he draws on 

Greek myth more than Jewish history.7  

 These weaknesses have perhaps contributed to the fact that Davis’s article has 

received limited attention.  Recent commentaries with near-encyclopedic bibliographies 

ignore Davis’s article altogether (including Luz, Keener, France, and Turner; he is 

mentioned in Nolland and Davies-Allison, but they do not interact with his thesis).  

Whatever the case, I have been unable to find any in-depth interaction with his thesis in 

the literature, and apparently only Raymond Brown and Don Hagner bother to interact 

at all with Davis.  Brown mentions his thesis and gives a summary which fails to note 
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the focus on Uriah rather than Bathsheba.  Hagner misreads his thesis as applying to the 

women, exclusive of Uriah.8

 Despite this scholarly neglect, Davis’s emphasis on Uriah as a righteous Gentile 

in tandem with three others breaks fresh, important ground in the search for the 

meaning of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, and functions as an excellent example of 

literary sensitivity to the actual content of the text.  Additionally, as Davis suggests, 

Jechoniah may play a positive role; and it is possible that shades of Judah and Tamar 

are present also in Uriah’s ‘shaming of Israel’ or David, in that the righteousness of a 

Gentile is used to point up the unrighteousness and failure of the leader of the sons of 

Israel.  But Davis creates interpretive difficulties that cripple his thesis, and he limits 

the relevance of his findings to the birth narrative rather than the mission of the Davidic 

messiah.  In keeping with the weaknesses of other studies, he illustrates the misguided 

focus on near context (e.g., the non-Matthean concept of ‘the birth narrative’) rather 

than focusing on the Gospel as a whole or the vocation of Jesus.

A.-J. Levine

One scholar who pays heed to Uriah without noting Davis’s earlier work is Amy-Jill 

Levine, in her published doctoral dissertation written from a feminist perspective.9  

After a thorough review of the question of the ‘women’ in the genealogy, Levine 

expresses her dissatisfaction with extant options and proposes seeing the women in a 

hybrid category as those who ‘overcome exclusion’, whether as ‘Gentiles’ (Rahab) or 

as ‘sexually irregular’ or marginalized women.  Like Davis, she presses for a 

connection between the four women and Joseph as a set of five characters as actors; 

they are those who make decisions, take action, and make ‘history happen’.  Joseph’s 

role suggests to Levine that the women should be contrasted with inept or wicked men, 
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with whom they are connected in the genealogy:  ‘what unites the women is their 

manifestation of a faith which outstrips that of their partners.’10

However, a sudden shift in Levine’s emphasis on ‘women’ appears when it 

comes to articulating the difference between Bathsheba and David.  ‘[T]he divergence 

in the syntactical pattern makes Uriah and not Bathsheba the individual paired with 

David.’11  Furthermore, she makes the case that Uriah’s righteousness and fidelity to 

YHWH and his cause clearly surpass that of David, though her statement that the ‘men 

with whom they are paired fail’ does not appear to apply to Rahab (she applies the 

critique to Jericho) and Ruth.12

As noted above, Levine does not concentrate on the four inclusive of Uriah as 

much as she does on the four women apart from him, and in more recent publications 

she briefly mentions but fails to expand upon her initial observation that Uriah, not 

Bathsheba, is in view.13  Perhaps under the weight of previous research, she reverts to 

speaking of the ‘four women’.  As with Davis’s work, so also Levine’s commitment to 

focusing on the genealogy as such, and its relationship to its near context rather than the 

whole of Jesus’s life, creates difficulties as she attempts to forge a strong connection 

between Joseph and the four ‘righteous’ characters she has found in the genealogy.  

Finally, her arguments that the women (especially Tamar) are not present as Gentiles, 

which were shown to be inadequate in the previous chapter, cause her to miss a crucial 

aspect of the commonality of the four characters for Matthew.  She even makes the 

strange claim that Uriah is not present ‘as a Hittite’, because he is not labelled as such, 
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failing to note that Rahab, Ruth, the magi and the centurion of Matthew 8 are clearly 

identified as Gentiles.14  However, her observation that Uriah belongs with the three 

Old Testament women, Tamar, Rahab and Ruth, is further confirmation that this 

connection may well be what Matthew intends.  Additionally, it is noteworthy that 

Levine’s commitment to feminist interpretation does not prevent her from seeing the 

male Uriah as part of Matthew’s focus.

M. R. J. Bredin

In a few brief paragraphs on the character of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, Mark 

Bredin builds on Levine’s thesis in his study of ‘Gentiles and the Davidic Tradition in 

Matthew’.  Bredin’s essay is largely concerned with the placement of the Gentiles in the 

social context of Matthew’s original setting.  Based on contemporaneous late first 

century attitudes about Gentiles, as well as the data from Matthew’s Gospel, he sees in 

Matthew’s text evidence of two groups competing for acceptance, one pro-Gentile, the 

other anti-Gentile.  With respect to the genealogy, Bredin believes the annotations 

Abraham and the four righteous Gentiles are added to a previous genealogy, creating a 

link between a Davidic Jesus and a pro-Gentile tradition.  Surely this is feasible, but we 

have no evidence that the genealogy ever existed without the annotations.  Nor does 

Bredin show how ‘the exile’ and the two sons of Tamar might be related to this issue.

Bredin also shares Levine’s inconsistency of focus as he, too, uses the language 

of ‘four women’, which obfuscates his findings.15  He does however avoid the burden 

of trying to connect the ‘four Gentiles’ to Joseph or Mary in the remainder of chapter 

one.  Moreover, he also goes beyond Levine in citing Abraham’s presence as a positive 

factor in the inclusion of the Gentiles. 
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J. Hutchison

The independent observations of Davis, Levine and Bredin are echoed (apparently 

independently) by Hutchison.  He finds that the four characters point to the 

theologically significant ‘role of their faith at crucial times in Israel’s history’, 

particularly against the backdrop of failure in Israel’s ranks.16  Hutchison sees 

references not just to these Old Testament characters, but to ‘four stories that illustrate 

a common point’, each for one phase of Israel’s history (the patriarchs, the conquest, 

judges, and kingdom).  

The faith of Tamar versus that of Judah, of Rahab versus that of the wilderness 
generation, and of Ruth versus that of the Israelites in the time of the judges was 
displayed at crucial times in Israel’s history when Gentiles demonstrated more 
faith than Jews in response to God.  Mention of “the wife of Uriah” rather than 
her name was probably meant to focus attention on Uriah and his faith in 
contrast to that of David, Israel’s king.17

Like Davis, then, he sees the four characters as Gentiles portrayed in a positive light, 

but he avoids the pitfall of seeing them linked with Jechoniah.  Despite showing no 

awareness of Davis and Levine, Hutchison improves their interpretations by not 

attempting to tie the Gentiles to Joseph, and by avoiding the error of forging a link 

between these characters and the birth story.

Hutchison, like Bredin, easily ties this interpretation to other aspects of 

Matthew’s concern for Gentiles.  However, while he correctly sees Uriah and three 

women as positive Gentile characters, he fails to articulate the precise ‘positive’ aspect 

sufficiently, by not investigating the Old Testament and Jewish background as done in 

the previous chapters, and not accounting for the use of New Testament and early 

Jewish uses of biblical characters along moral lines as exemplars of faithfulness.  In 

evangelical Protestant fashion, he lays stress on bare ‘faith’ and belief, more so than on 

righteousness and fidelity.  But righteousness, not ‘faith’, is the central point of the 

Tamar narrative; and Judah’s unrighteousness, not his unbelief, is in view.  Nor does 
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‘belief’ seem to be in view in Uriah’s case, as we shall see below.  Finally, it is unclear 

that Rahab contrasts with the ‘wilderness generation’; in the literary context of Joshua, 

Achan would be more believable in this role.

Hutchison believes that Matthew primarily targets Christian Jews hostile to the 

inclusion of Gentiles and Jewish unbelievers sceptical about Jesus as Messiah.  They 

are to be reminded of God’s faithfulness to his covenant promises to Abraham and 

David, giving them a ‘more accurate understanding of the Messiah’s kingdom’, and 

exhorting ‘them to forsake the self-righteous attitude of many towards Gentiles who 

were then joining them in the church’, all of which is accomplished by the inclusion of 

Gentiles in Messiah’s line.18  According to Hutchison, the significance of these four 

Gentiles for Matthew’s reader coalesces into ‘four theological purposes’, which one 

might interpret as theological (‘God’s providential hand’), ecclesiological (‘God’s 

heart’ for Gentiles), christological (the role of the ‘covenants in understanding 

Messiah’s mission’), and missiological (‘accept Gentiles’) aspects.19  Hutchison’s view 

of the characters’ function for Matthew’s community (addressed to Jewish Christians) 

may or may not be correct.  But Matthew might not target only Jewish Christians with 

this information, since unbelieving Jews and believing and unbelieving Gentiles surely 

hear a relevant message in the inclusion of these characters as well. 

Other Scholars

Despite their differences, these four scholars share one important feature, an emphasis 

on Uriah as an emphasized character.  In the vast majority of commentaries and studies 

the ‘four Gentiles’ possibility has gone unnoticed, but it is briefly mentioned favourably 

in three commentaries.  Robert Gundry’s original commentary remarks were unclear; he 

seems to affirm both that Uriah-as-Gentile is the focus and that Bathsheba is ‘tak[ing] 

on the status of a Gentile through marriage to Uriah, repeatedly designated a Hittite’.  
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However, a footnote in his second edition seems to affirm an emphasis on Uriah.20  

Gundry notes that the formal or grammatical (the passive verb in Matt 1:16) and 

physical (virgin birth) differences between Mary and the four women ‘evacuate the 

need for a link’ between them.21  While Gundry also agrees with other aspects of the 

present interpretation of the genealogy, he does not draw these unique interpretations 

together to show that they are in fact related, as is argued in this thesis.  He also does 

not draw a connection to the praiseworthy character of these four Gentiles which they 

all share in common, preferring to emphasize ‘inclusion’ of the Gentiles ‘in fulfillment 

of OT religion’.

Less forcefully, the present interpretation also appears in Wilkins.22  Still less 

forcefully and with less clarity, Garland also includes this interpretation.23  They cite no 

other scholars in their analysis, perhaps because of the format of their commentaries, 

save for Wilkins’s lone citation of his Talbot School of Theology colleague, 

Hutchison.24  Wilkins and Garland address this set of annotations under the rubric of 

‘women’, which undermines the value of their recognition of Uriah as part of the series 

of four characters.  Garland’s relevant paragraph begins and ends with references to the 

‘women’, though its content speaks of Uriah.  Similarly, Wilkins unfortunately does not 

follow through with the observation, even reverting to the standard interpretation that 
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the genealogy is crafted to elevate God’s grace despite human wickedness:  Hutchison’s 

emphasis on faith (rather than righteousness) perhaps leads Wilkins to say that there is 

‘no pattern of righteousness in the lineage of Jesus.’25

A few other scholars, perhaps influenced by Levine or Davis, include offhand 

comments in apparent agreement with the present thesis.  Anne Thurston states, ‘It is 

ironic that Mary thereafter [1:16] hardly features in the Gospel and that the story of the 

nativity taken up in Chapter 2 is told from Joseph’s perspective.’  She agrees that the 

‘righteousness of Uriah’ could throw David’s failure into bold relief.  Noting 

Matthew’s relative lack of interest in Mary, she plausibly suggests, ‘It would seem that 

Matthew’s concern is not with gender but with true faithfulness.’26  Similarly, and with 

more specificity regarding the ethnicity of the characters, R. V. Huggins drops a hint in 

a footnote:  ‘The suggestion that righteous Gentiles are in view rests in part on the 

assumption that it is the Hittite Uriah, rather than his Israelite wife, that is being 

featured.  This may be the reason his name is the one that appears in the genealogy.’27  

Again, however, these are limited comments in distant corners of Matthean scholarship, 

and Thurston and Huggins do not advance these brief observations.

The Ethnicity and Morality of Uriah

First, Uriah’s ethnicity is not in doubt.  He was not just a Hittite; he was well-known as 

such, so that Levine’s view that he is not mentioned ‘as a Hittite’ is simply too 

difficult.28  Elsewhere Matthew mentions Old Testament Gentile nations (Egypt) and 

characters such as the magi, the queen of the South, the Ninevites, and a ‘Canaanitess’ 

in Matthew 15:21–28, almost certainly because of their non-Jewish ethnicity.  One must 
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suspect the same of characters in the genealogy, including Uriah; his ethnicity is not 

irrelevant, as Levine claims.

Second, Uriah is clearly praiseworthy, as Levine and Davis note.  He exercises 

fidelity to YHWH not only by labouring for YHWH’s elect nation and anointed king 

and numbering himself among ‘the servants of his lord’ (2 Sam 11:9), but also in his 

commitment to Israel’s cause, the ‘ark’, and his comrades-in-arms.  As he puts it in the 

narrative in 2 Samuel 11:11:  ‘The ark and Israel and Judah remain in booths; and my 

lord Joab and the servants of my lord are camping in the open field; shall I then go to 

my house, to eat and to drink, and to lie with my wife?  As you live, and as your soul 

lives, I will not do such a thing.’  Uriah’s impeccable, praiseworthy character as 

expressed in his commitment to the cause are in fact the very thing that lead to his 

death.  One might also note the honour ascribed to the husbands of ‘very beautiful’ (2 

Sam 11:2) women in Hebrew tradition (Abraham and Sarah; Jacob and Rachel).

One third century rabbinic tradition, in an attempt to expiate David, supposed 

that Uriah rebelled against David and was rightly executed for this crime, or that men 

like Uriah sometimes abandoned or divorced their wives when they went to war.  These 

opinions are not early, nor do they seem to be widely held.  As Kittel notes, earlier 

tradition going back possibly as far as Shammai points ‘unequivocally’ to David’s guilt, 

not Uriah’s (b. Qid. 43a).29  

If Matthew does intend for readers to see Uriah, it seems beyond doubt that he is 

included as a praiseworthy Gentile in conjunction with the other three praiseworthy 

Gentiles.

The Neglect of Uriah

Why is the present interpretation overlooked?  First, as seen above, the previous 

arguments advanced for this interpretation have been problematic, which no doubt 

hampers the acceptance of this interpretation.  Secondly, neglect of the few scholarly 

 189 

  

———————————

29.  Kittel, ‘Thamar, Rachab, Ruth, the [wife] of Uriah’, 2.



efforts offering this interpretation is almost complete, routinely overlooked in articles 

and commentaries and reviews of the literature on the question.  Therefore, despite the 

fact that a whole host of scholars cast an opinion on the issue, few have ever considered 

whether Uriah might be a subject of Matthew’s interest on his own merits.  When 

scholars mention Uriah at all, he functions as something of an ‘adjective’ to David 

and/or Bathsheba, describing Bathsheba’s ethnicity, sin, or David’s adultery; he is not a 

valuable character in his own right, apart from his status as victim.

Third, it may be worth noting that scholars seem drawn to women in Scripture 

like moths to a flame.  ‘More articles have been written in the last decade about Tamar 

and her contact with Judah (Gen 38) than about the twelve sons of Jacob combined.’  

This trend, noted in 2003, has not abated.30  Similar ratios could almost certainly be 

cited between scholarship dedicated to Bathsheba on the one hand, and Uriah and 

David’s other generals and mercenaries on the other.  Bathsheba is named far fewer 

times in the Old Testament than Uriah, yet the vast secondary literature focusing on 

Bathsheba dwarfs that produced on Uriah.  For unknown reasons (the overthrow of past 

neglect?  Preference for feminist interpretation?  Freudian currents in the scholarly 

psyche?  Difficult structural issues with Gen 38?), scholars seem to prefer attending to 

the women.31

A fourth and final reason for neglect of this interpretation arises from the 

cumulative impact of the previous reasons cited.  The inertia in previous scholarship 

means that only against the grain of almost all scholarship, popular readings, and 

numerous translations could a reader notice that Bathsheba is not necessarily 

emphasized in the text.  One finds quite a remarkable mistake in the phrasing of almost 
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every single recent commentary, monograph, and article.  This mistake is so prevalent, 

so influential, and simultaneously so misleading, that some evidence is well worth 

displaying.  Emphasis is added in each instance; in each citation, when ‘four’ women 

are identified, Bathsheba and not Mary is counted as one of the ‘four women’:

‘the names of five women’32; ‘these four OT women were named’33 , ‘Schon im 
ersten Teil warden vier Mütter genannt: Thamar, Rahab, Ruth, und Bathseba’34, 
‘the surprising inclusion of the names of five women’35, ‘comprend quatre noms 
de femmes’36, ‘names five women’37, ‘four peculiar names’38, ‘names of four 
women’39, ‘Frauennamen’, ‘die Nennung dieser Frauen’, ‘Genannt 
warden…folgende vier Frauen’40, ‘[Matthew] names four women’41 , ‘names of 
the women’42, ‘the names of four women, in addition to Mary’43, ‘four named 
women’44, ‘die Nennung von Frauen’ and ‘die Nennung der vier Frauen’45; ‘die 
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Namen der Frauen v. 3, 5, 6’ and ‘frauennamen’46; ‘die Nennung von 
Ahnfrauen’, ‘Nennung von vier frauen’47 ; ‘four females are named’48 ; ‘vier 
Frauen namhaft gemacht’49 ; ‘the four women named’50 ; ‘four women 
attached…named’51 ; ‘the naming of women (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and 
Bathsheba)’52 ; ‘Matthew inserts the names…(i.e., Bathsheba, v. 6)’53; 
‘inclusion of five female names’54 ; ‘the names of four women’55; ‘five 
women’s names’56; ‘Nennung von vier Frauen in einem Stammbaum’57 , 
‘naming of the particular four’58 , ‘…Rahab, Ruth, and the wife of Uriah 
(Bathsheba) are likewise named in the genealogy’59 , ‘Bathsheba…the fourth 
woman named’.60   Nolland reverts to ‘four named women’ despite his earlier 
observation that Bathsheba is ‘not named’.61  Similarly, Wainwright’s caveat62 
does not keep her from the same sort of description:  ‘five times…the names of 
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women’ and ‘first four women named’, ‘introduction of the names of five 
women’, ‘broken by the name of a woman (1:3) and another two (1:5) and 
another (1:6)’.63  Bathsheba is also included in Bauckham’s text on Gospel 
Women: Studies of the Named Women in the Gospels.64

What then becomes of the husband who is actually named?  In light of such 

references through the decades it should be no surprise that in the history of 

scholarship, Uriah appears to have gone unconsidered until Davis.  After deriving 

information about Bathsheba’s origin, her ethnic status, her fidelity, David’s sin(s), 

and/or her vulnerability, scholars dispense with Uriah.  In scholarship throughout 

history, the named man serves as a cipher for his unnamed wife and for her role in the 

lineage of the Messiah, her sin, her ethnicity, or the sin of David.

Those scholars noting that Matthew’s genealogy contains the ‘names’ of four 

(five) women have misread and miscounted, and misdirected their exegesis 

accordingly.  Now the verbs and participles, ‘naming’/‘named’, ‘Nennung’ and 

‘genannt’ may well have a semantic range sufficient enough to allow that Matthew 

could indicate four (five) women in an indirect sense (true of German more so than 

English).  Yet even with this caveat, one is by no means constrained to focus on 

Bathsheba in place of her named husband, apart from recognizing her role in moving 

the genealogy forward.  The genealogy has been created with objectives that go well 

beyond strict lineage, including the telescoping out of generations, the inclusion of an 

otherwise unknown marriage to Rahab, the inclusion of brothers, and the use of the 

exile as a major marker (note also passages such as 1 Chr 4:9–10; 5:18–26 in 

Matthew’s source).

In all of the instances cited above, a more or less unconscious assumption has 

been made to see Bathsheba, not Uriah, in the text, decisions to a great extent 

influenced by many predecessors and the ruling paradigm of popular and scholarly 
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understandings of the ‘women’.  The trend appears on the surface to be a visible 

symptom of the shafting of Uriah.65  As Davis notes: 

There is an unbearable temptation to read Bathsheba in place of ‘the wife of 
Uriah’; consequently, interpreters have been led astray from the point of the 
genealogy, which directs our attention not to another foreign woman or women 
of doubtful sexual morality but rather to Uriah the Hittite, a righteous foreigner 
who puts Israel to shame.66

A female genitive pronoun is turned into a featured character.67  Now a ‘genitive of 

relationship’ does not require delineation of the specific relationship possessed by the 

subject (such as husband, father, mother, wife, son).  ‘Often, especially in the Gospels, 

the noun related to the genitive is to be supplied [by the reader].’68  Wallace cites 

examples, including ù  � ù  (John 21:15) ù  �  � ù  (Luke 24:10), and 

� ù  À  Â  ù  (Matt 4:21).  But in each of these examples, the proper 

name of the subject is present.

It should even be admitted that it is an interpretation guided by the reader, not 

necessarily the author nor the text, to say that Bathsheba is ‘named through her 

husband’69 or that Matthew ‘reference[s Bathsheba] by her husband’s name’.70   It is 

possible that Matthew takes the emphasis off Bathsheba by removing her name from 

the genealogy.  He continues to use her maternal function (it is after all a genealogy) but 

does so as a means to draw the reader or listener’s attention to Uriah.  Bathsheba (Bath-

shua) is present in the source in 1 Chronicles 3:5, and she receives a relatively full 

identification as the ‘daughter of Ammiel’ in somewhat typical genealogical fashion (1 
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Chr 1:50; 2:21, 49; 3:2; 4:17).  But instead of following this source, Matthew inserts 

her husband’s name, who is otherwise absent from Chronicles altogether, save for his 

inclusion in the list of David’s strong men (1 Chr 11:41).  The fact that ‘[n]amed 

participants in Matthew’s story are very rare’ surely suggests that one should pay 

special attention to a named character.71   Moreover, as Bobby Loubser notes while 

studying oral recitation of genealogy from an anthropological and sociological 

perspective, ‘the act of calling out characters’ names serves to bring them and their 

narrative to memory’, though he does not apply this insight to Uriah.72 

Objections to the Inclusion of Uriah

The preceding discussion of whether Matthew could really imply Uriah in the 

genealogy leaves two objections to be considered.

What About Mary?

Does this interpretation not wrongly exclude Mary from association with the women?  

This is the lone stated objection to the inclusion of Uriah I have been able to locate in 

the literature.  In the twentieth anniversary edition of The Illegitimacy of Jesus, 

Schaberg mentions Levine’s thesis but demurs:  ‘For this interpretation to work, Uriah, 

who is named, must replace his unnamed wife (Bathsheba is part of the problem).  In 

my opinion, the male Uriah is not part of the ‘set’ of four; he is named, rather, to evoke 

that early episode of Bathsheba’s story, her being taken by David; the absence of her 

name here, reducing her to ‘wife,’ emphasizes David’s adultery.’73  Schaberg’s 

‘opinion’ does not account for the fact that mention of Bathsheba would have been 

more than sufficient to emphasize David’s adultery, as the superscription to Psalm 51 

makes clear.
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(1)  First, as noted in the previous chapter, scholars do not agree on whether 

Mary should be linked with the women.  The ‘divergence in the syntactical pattern’74 

noted by many scholars suggests that Mary may well be in a class by herself. 

�  Â  ù  (Matt 1:3)  

�  Â  � ù  (Matt 1:5)   

�  Â  � ù  (Matt 1:5)   

�  Â  Â  � ù  (Matt 1:6)  

[ ù  � À  ù  e  ù ] �  �  � ù  � Â  (Matt 1:16)

Brown observes that the passive is only used of Mary (1:16) and the Holy Spirit (1:20), 

tying 1:16 with what follows.75

(2)  Structural considerations build on this link between 1:16 and 1:18–25.  In a 

recently published study of some detail, Bruce Longenecker provides an informative 

analysis of a rhetorical device he labels ‘chain-link transitions’.  Although the study of 

this rhetorical phenomenon is in its infancy, it may well prove relevant to the study of 

Matthew, and further relevant to the genealogy and its relationship to its context.  

According to Longenecker’s thesis, in chain-link transitions ‘[e]ach textual unit is to 

overlap with its neighbour and intermingle with it, or more precisely, “to mix across the 

boundaries . . .”,76 i.e., the shared text-unit boundary.’  A small amount of material 

(designated ‘Interlock b’) near the end of the first section (designated ‘Text Unit A’) 

prepares the reader for the following main section (‘Text Unit B’), while a similar 

reference to the first text unit (designated ‘Interlock a’) appears near the beginning of 

the second text unit (‘B’).  Such an arrangement produces the following chain-link for 

Matthew 1 (and possibly chapter 2):

Text Unit A     Messianic genealogy (1:1–17)
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Interlock b     Jesus’ parents, Davidic and divine origin (1:16a)

Interlock a     Messianic genealogy (1:20a)

Text Unit B     Jesus’ parents, Davidic and divine origin (1:18–25 [1:18–2:23])

Longenecker also notes Matthew’s rhetorical art, with his tendency to use related 

(though not identical) transitions, and one finds brief ‘connectives reaching backwards’ 

building on elements from the preceding ‘text unit’, sometimes ‘comprise as little as 

one, two, or three words.’77  He also cites the capacity of true chain-link transition to 

link disparate genres.78 

The point of such connectors is to facilitate transition, providing a back-and-

forth relationship between the passages and enabling a hearer to follow a shift from one 

unit to the next in an oral setting.  Longenecker highlights a number of non-chain-link 

transitions which also feature overlap, without the two-way overlap found in chain-link 

transitions.  Whether the chart above is precisely what Matthew intends or not, forward-

looking transitions are similar to the point made by Brown, that Matthew 1:18–25 

functions as an interpretation of 1:16.79  Matthew 1:18–25 is not really ‘a footnote to 

the genealogy’ as a whole as sometimes cited.80  If this structural description is correct, 

it provides further evidence that Mary is not especially meant to be interpreted with the 

other (messianic) annotated elements of the genealogy.  Rather, her mention at the 

conclusion of the genealogy anticipates the subsequent story.  After all, given the 
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41.

78. For instance, in the Apocalypse; Longenecker, Rhetoric at the Boundaries, 
255.

79. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 59; Luz, Matthew 1–7, 103–4, if one reads 
1:16 instead of Luz’s 1:15!  Beare, Matthew, 61, notes that this one verse ‘paves the 
way for the nativity story’.  Note the five references to ‘the child and his mother’ in 
chapter 2.

80. David R. Catchpole, Resurrection People: Studies in the Resurrection 
Narratives of the Gospels (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2002), 58.



surprising nature of this story it would not do for Matthew to leave her name off the 

genealogy, leaving Jesus as begotten by Joseph without any hint of the circumstances.

In light of these two responses, one should observe that in order to complete the 

genealogy of Jesus within the context of the virgin birth, Matthew must address the fact 

that Jesus is not Joseph’s son.  Matthew’s À  � À  À  e  ù  �  �  

� ù  � Â  is roughly equivalent to �  � ù  �  � ù  in Luke 3:23.  

Interpreters note that Luke’s brief note, often translated ‘as reckoned’, is not entirely 

clear.  Therefore mention of Mary is necessary in order to adequately explain Jesus’ 

relationship to the genealogy, and in so doing Matthew sets the stage for 1:18–25 as 

described above.

(3)  Anticipating another objection, the present interpretation is neither 

inherently anti-woman nor anti-feminist.  Here we have women effectively placed on a 

par with men as examples or adumbrations of praiseworthy Gentiles.81  The inclusion 

of women in such roles alongside men as exemplars for moral instruction, or paradigms 

for behaviour or identity, is common in summaries of Israel’s story, not least in the 

Christian tradition and in Matthew’s SIS source.82  Rahab appears among men in James 

2, Hebrews 11, and 1 Clement 8–12.  In the remainder of Matthew’s Gospel, men and 

women alike make appearances as praiseworthy Gentiles (2:1–12; 8:5–12; 12:41–42; 

15:21–28).

(4)  Moreover, as noted in chapter two, the presence of women in a Jewish 

genealogy is not sufficiently strange as to trigger an automatic investigation of what all 

women in the genealogy might have in common as women.

(5)  Finally, above all, an argument against Uriah becomes an argument against 

an emphasis on the other women as well.  If emphasis on Uriah is excluded out of hand 

because he is not the one playing a genealogical role (in the begetting), such logic 
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would also rule out the other three women as characters of emphasis for any reason 

other than their genealogical role.  Grammatically, the women are merely vehicles, 

prepositional phrases modifying the action accomplished by the men who produce the 

offspring.  Yet scholars for centuries have believed that these women are not just 

present for their reproductive value, but named characters warranting further 

explanation.

Is Uriah, a Non-Genealogical Element, Really Emphasized?

The emphasis of the genealogy cannot be said to be on begetting only, but on Israel’s 

history and the Messiah’s vocation.

(1)  As Nolland describes the compositional category of annotated genealogy, 

annotations are included for narrative purposes, rather than strictly for genealogical 

reasons.  For one extreme example, Jabez is an annotation apparently employed without 

concern for genealogical relationship.  He is thrown into 1 Chronicles 4:9–10 with no 

mention of genealogical connection, but he certainly serves the overall presentation of 

theology and praxis desired by the Chronicler (cf. 1 Chr 5:18–26).  Matthew follows the 

Chronicler and Genesis in crafting a genealogy with a message that is not limited to a 

description of lineage, but is a vehicle for the application of Israel’s story to the subject 

of the genealogy.

(2)  Matthew employs the non-genealogical element ‘exile to Babylon’ as a 

primary hinge and an object of emphasis, even repeating the phrase four times in 

Matthew 1:11, 12, 17.  Similarly, brothers carry no linear genealogical importance, but 

they are nonetheless referenced in 1:2, 3, 11.  Matthew’s interest again is on characters 

and events in Israel’s story, not just linear genealogy.

(3)  As the gaps in lineage illustrate, Matthew is less concerned with crafting a 

scientifically accurate genealogy in the modern sense than with scoring theological 

points in line with the objectives of his Gospel.

(4)  As noted previously, it is important to appreciate that interpreters through 

the ages assume that Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba are present for some reason 
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other than their maternal relationship to the genealogy.  Ultimately, the argument in this 

thesis that Uriah is highlighted by Matthew even though he is not relevant for 

genealogical descent is not more difficult than the near universal assumption that 

Matthew cares about the women for a reason(s) other than their relevance for 

genealogical descent.  If one wishes to take issue with a non-genealogical interpretation 

of Uriah, this stance would also discourage a look beyond genealogical (maternal) 

function for an explanation for the women.83  Moreover, Uriah’s presence has 

commonly been interpreted as a reference to David’s sins of adultery and murder (more 

rarely and more unlikely, Bathsheba’s culpability).  No doubt the reader sees this here, 

as with Judah; but this interpretation also constitutes a non-genealogical approach!

(5)  Grammatical objections (Uriah is merely a prepositional phrase) do not 

discourage an emphasis on Uriah.  In this highly allusive passage, the three named 

women are all already ‘adjectives’, not actants.  Although they are the objects of 

prepositional phrases and not grammatical subjects, Tamar, Rahab and Ruth are 

universally interpreted as special objects of Matthew’s attention.  Taking Uriah as a 

subject of attention even though he is grammatically speaking the object of a 

preposition (genitive) is in keeping with the way in which the women are interpreted.  It 

is the fact that Uriah is ‘named’, not the grammar by which he appears, that arrests the 

reader’s attention.

Corroboration from Matthew

While other aspects of the relationship between this interpretation and the genealogy 

and Gospel as a whole await later chapters, a few remarks may be made at present on 

the way in which this interpretation squares with the genealogy and the Gospel as a 
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whole.  First, an emphasis on praiseworthy Gentiles helps explain the omission of other 

non-Jews who could have been included in the genealogy, such as Esau and Naamah 

the mother of Rehoboam.  Esau was roundly condemned in tradition, and Naamah 

carries no significant moral weight in the canon or in tradition.

 But does the Gospel as a whole support this interpretation of ‘four praiseworthy 

non-Jews’?  The present interpretation of ‘and his brothers’ (1:2, 11), ‘people’ (1:21), 

and family language is confirmed by the restrictions on Jesus’ mission as described in 

Matthew 15:21–28.  In Jesus’ own mind he has not been sent first and foremost to the 

nations, but to Israel.  Matthew lacks Luke’s clear expansion of ‘my neighbor’ beyond 

the horizons of Jewish ethnicity; Jesus restricts the mission of his disciples to the needs 

of the ‘lost sheep of the house of Israel’ (10:6), who are ‘harassed and helpless, like 

sheep without a shepherd’ (9:36); Gentiles and Samaritans are explicitly excluded 

(10:5).  To such restrictions, one can add the numerous negative comments about the 

Gentiles scattered throughout Matthew (e.g., 5:47; 6:7), of which David Sim makes 

much.84

However, in addition to these restrictions and negative comments, Matthew also 

includes a variety of positive references to the nations.  He clearly believes that the 

nations will respond to, and be impacted by, the ministry of Jesus and his disciples to 

Israel:  if his ministry is not directly for them, neither will it fail to have an impact on 

them.  This follows not least from 15:21–28:  ministry to Israel cannot help but spill 

over to the nations, particularly as they humble themselves before Israel’s king in faith.  

The celebration of Jesus’ Davidic sonship by a Gentile provides a link between the 

restoration of Israel’s sheep and the significance of the reign of David’s son for the 

nations.  Taken as a unit, the magi, the centurion, the Canaanite woman and the ‘greater 

than’ references (ch. 12) reinforce the reading of the genealogy in more ways than one:  
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(1) universalism is tied to Jewish Davidic kingship and Abrahamic promises; (2) the 

emphasis on the presence of faith among Israel’s historic Gentile enemies is notable 

and is enhanced by Matthew’s redaction of Mark’s description of the woman as ‘Syro-

Phoenician’ to ‘Canaanite’; (3) hints of the agenda of Israel’s restoration emerge via 

references to the eschatological banquet (8:10–12, perhaps also hinted at by ‘table’ lan-

guage in Matt 15) and the ‘lost sheep’, which Matthew’s readers easily recognize as 

language tied to Jesus’ restorative agenda.  Impact for the nations is also found in 5:13–

16, and ù  in 19:28 is probably universal, not just for the ‘twelve tribes’ (cf. 

Tit 3:5; 1 Clem. 9:4; contrast more localized use in Josephus, Ant. 11.3.9).

Contested positive references would have to be evaluated on a case-by-case 

basis, and cannot be addressed here.  Sim, who sees Matthew standing squarely within 

a strand of the sort of Gentile-hostile Christianity originally opposed by (the allegedly 

antinomian) Paul, is not convincing.85  He rejects any hope for the Gentiles on the basis 

of ‘justice [judgment] to the nations’ in Matthew 12:18, the Magoi (they are ‘not neces-

sarily Jewish’) and the confession of the Gentiles of Jesus as the Son of God at his 

death.86  Even if Sim is correct on these fronts, it would mean that Matthew has not 

done a very good job of fencing his interests to the Jews, in that he has offered readers a 

number of passages easily and almost universally interpreted in an opposite direction.87  

Moreover, as Luz notes, Matthew sometimes gives the appearance of pitting Gentiles 

positively against at least some Jews.  Examples include Matthew 2:1–15; 8:5–13 and 

15:21–28; and more debatably, the Magi versus Herod and the Jerusalem establishment 
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Recent Trend in the Interpretation of Matthew’s Gospel’, HTS 65 (2009), 1–8.



(2:1–12), the ambiguous ‘children of Abraham’ from the ‘stones’ of John the Baptist 

(3:7–10), and Jesus’ parables of judgment on his contemporaries (21:28–45).88  This 

evidence could also be employed against the approach to messianic restoration of Israel 

advocated in this interpretation of the genealogy.89  Yet in the context of Matthew, such 

a perspective is as untenable as the alleged anti-Gentile emphasis proffered by Sim.  It 

is better to take Matthew as presenting an emphasis on Jewish restoration and the mis-

sion to the nations.  As LaGrand notes, ‘[W]hat might be called [Matthew’s] univer-

salism is so tightly bound to Israel as to appear to be a paradoxical expression of Jewish 

particularism.’  In the footnote to this statement he continues:  ‘Matthew’s bias for the 

nations is to be explained in terms of his Jewishness (Jn 4.22).’90

Conclusion

The previous chapter showed the inability of the main interpretive options and several 

lesser but influential proposals to explain the inclusion of the ‘four women’ in the 

genealogy.  In the present chapter an oft-overlooked solution to the puzzle of the 

‘women’ was explored, illustrating the feasibility of interpreting Uriah alongside 

Tamar, Rahab, and Ruth, as a set of four praiseworthy Gentiles.  The simple act of 

challenging the presupposition that Matthew intends to draw readers’ attention to 

women, and instead attending to the characters whose names appear in the genealogy, 

provides the key to solving this puzzle.  Ancient evidence supports the view that all 

four characters were Gentile, and that all four characters were regarded as praiseworthy, 

exhibiting such prize traits as righteousness, faithfulness and .
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 Although a few other scholars have mentioned that Uriah is a character of 

emphasis in the genealogy, there are weaknesses and shortcomings in previous efforts 

to explain Matthew’s emphasis on Uriah.

(1)  None of these studies explain the relationship between the ‘four non-Jews’ 

interpretation and the other annotations in the genealogy, apart from references to 

Abraham and the Gentiles on the part of Bredin and Hutchison.  Nor is any attempt 

made to correlate this interpretation with the function of biblical genealogies, the 

phenomenon of genealogical annotation, or the nature of Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus 

as a Summary of Israel’s Story.  These compositional categories provide support for 

interpreting the four characters as a unit.  The tendency to use narrative to legitimate the 

vocation of a genealogy’s subject adds weight to the belief that these Gentiles 

adumbrate the impact Jesus the Messiah of Israel will have on the nations.

(2)  Only Davis and Levine address the difficulty of seeing Bathsheba where she 

is not named; the present chapter echoes and amplifies this critique, illustrating the 

deficiency in scholarly tendencies to focus on Bathsheba.

(3)  The present and preceding chapters advance beyond previous scholarly 

efforts to articulate the ethnic and moral characteristics of the respective characters, 

providing a more solid framework constructed for appreciating these praiseworthy 

Gentiles in historical context.  These chapters engage previous studies and primary 

literature with which Davis, Levine, Bredin and Hutchison, as well as the commentators 

who mention aspects of this thesis, do not interact.

(4)  The present chapter and the remainder of the thesis avoid the difficult or 

impossible connections required by the interpretations of Davis, Levine (who avoids 

Uriah’s Gentile status) and Hutchison, and is more attentive to the various connections 

and issues than Bredin and Hutchison and the commentaries.  In particular Davis and 

Levine determine the relevance of their findings solely on the basis of the first two 

chapters of Matthew, rather than attending to the mission of the Davidic messiah.  The 

difficulties thus created lead one to recall the composition critical emphasis on the 
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unique importance of the opening passage for the whole of a text.  It is misguided to 

focus the interpretation of the genealogy solely on near context (e.g., the non-Matthean 

concept of ‘the birth narrative’) rather than the Gospel as a whole.  Hutchison and 

Wilkins approach the characters as examples of ‘faith’, not righteousness and fidelity.

(5)  Finally, a number of the scholars fail to use language consistent with their 

findings, such as ‘four Gentiles’, rather than language influenced by other scholarship, 

such as the language of ‘four women’ found throughout the work of Levine and Bredin.

In conclusion, although each of the scholars contributes important observations, 

none has made this argument in a fully satisfactory fashion.  Each study fails to relate 

the inclusion of these four praiseworthy Gentiles to other crucial aspects of Matthew, 

not least the other annotations in the genealogy.  As Turner notes, ‘It is once again 

important to remember that the women [on the present reading one should substitute 

Gentiles here] are “annotations” among others in the rather sophisticated construction 

of this genealogy.  It is not they alone who need explanation.’91  Therefore, the 

following chapter clarifies the way in which the annotations can function together as a 

story summary unit in support of Jesus’ messianic vocation.
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CHAPTER 7

THE REMAINING ANNOTATIONS IN MATTHEW 1:1-17

One of the more important observations derived from the overview of ‘summaries of 

Israel’s story’ is the notion that the various elements of such summaries usually work 

together, and thus should be interpreted as a unit.  As Hays puts it, the genealogy is a 

summary of the story of Israel, a ‘story whose plot may be summed up in the following 

narrative sequence: election, kingship, sin, exile, and messianic salvation.’1  The 

previous chapters suggested that this sequence could be extended to include the other 

annotations.  Explanations for the two great conundrums of the genealogy were 

presented.  Two crucial aspects of Israel’s story, her own destiny and that of the nations, 

are encoded in the genealogy.  A royal son of Judah (Gen 49:8, 10) will prove himself 

worthy to rule by leading his brothers in a self-sacrificial manner, as Judah and 

Jechoniah did (1:2, 11).  The nations are to be transformed into faithful, righteous 

subjects of Israel’s God and Israel’s king (1:3–6) as Israel’s king brings her story to a 

culmination.

That Matthew probably intends for the annotations in his SIS to work together 

as a unit seems to be confirmed by the way in which annotations work together in 

Jewish genealogical tradition.  Trends in SIS also point to a dual proleptic-and-

analeptic nature of annotations, so that the characters and events in Israel’s story are not 

simply relevant for the past, but for the future as well.  Additionally, it is a universally 

accepted point that Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus is intended to legitimate his status as 
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Davidic Messiah:  it is ‘essentially a dynastic document’.2  One would suspect, then, 

that as Matthew accents the bare genealogical outline with material from Israel’s story, 

the constituent parts of the genealogy work in concert to highlight Jesus’ messianic 

vocation.

Granted, it is difficult to attain certainty when interpreting a highly allusive text 

like the genealogy.  In the present chapter a description of the aspects of the genealogy 

as a unified SIS will be constructed, in such a way that supports (or at least does not 

deny) the obvious Davidic focus and the interpretation of the annotations in the 

previous three chapters.

Many observers have recognized the Davidic messianic nature of Jesus’ 

genealogy in Matthew.  Many scholars have noted the story-summary function of the 

genealogy, and a few scholars have made observations similar to those presented in the 

previous chapters on the presence of the four praiseworthy Gentiles and ‘his brothers’ 

(Matt 1:2, 11).  But the majority of this previous research does not bring these 

annotations into conversation with Israel’s story in the genealogy so as to shed light on 

the mission or character of the Davidic interest of the genealogy.

Rej Mathew’s recent dissertation concludes a review of recent literature by 

observing that the christological nature of the Gospel is the fundamental element of the 

genealogy which remains in play in scholarship, with other concerns such as sources 

and historicity having largely diminished in the literature.  Despite this interest, no 

previous argument for the messianic relevance of each discrete aspect of the genealogy 

has brought the larger structural aspects of annotations, legitimation and story-

summarising into play, nor have the alternative interpretations in the three previous 

chapters been employed.  In particular Mathew singles out the significance of the 

christology of the genealogy in relationship to the remainder of the Gospel as an area in 

need of articulation.3  Johnson interprets the women with reference to a debate over 
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Davidic ancestry, but does not bring the other aspects of the genealogy into the 

conversation with Jesus’ christological task.4  Nolland observes the story summary 

nature of the genealogy and interprets the annotations accordingly, but does not bring 

them all into conversation with Jesus’ messianism.5  Ostmeyer attempts to interpret the 

various characters and features in light of Jesus’ life and vocation, but does not 

adequately relate these to the specifically messianic vocation of Jesus as the restorative 

King of Israel.6  Many similar examples could be adduced.  Thus, the present chapter 

shows how one can bring the disparate parts of the genealogy into conversation with the 

over-arching goal:  legitimation of Jesus’ royal Davidic vocation in light of Israel’s 

story.  This task will be accomplished in support of the observations of the preceding 

chapters. 

Matthew 1:1, 6, 17

The first aspect of the genealogy to consider is the frame provided by Matthew 1:1, 17.  

Several of the critical questions regarding this verse are not relevant for the task at 

hand.  For instance, it is not crucial for the present thesis to make a firm claim 

regarding the translation or significance of ù  ù  in 1:1, although Allison’s 

translation suggestions, ‘book/record/account of the genesis of’, which preserves the 

ambiguity of the original Greek, are helpful.  One could be tempted to see a reference to 

the book that opened Israel’s story, as Genesis was known by this Greek phrase in 

Matthew’s day, which would perhaps imply that Jesus is the grand telos of Israel’s 

story.7  Nor is it necessary to clarify whether the opening verse is intended to function 
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7. Allison, Studies in Matthew, 157–62; Jonathan Pennington, Heaven and 
Earth in the Gospel of Matthew (NovTsup 126; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 211.  For evidence 
on the title of Genesis in Matthew’s day, see Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 151.  



exclusively as a header for the genealogy, for part or all of the infancy narrative, for the 

first four chapters (or through 4:16)8, or for the gospel as a whole.9  Another option is 

the graduated or ‘telescopic’ approach, recognizing the suitability of the opening verse 

for heading up the genealogy, a larger introductory section, and the gospel as a whole.10  

The only approach to avoid altogether is that of Luz, who errs in treating 1:1 in 

complete isolation from 1:2–17.11  The obvious structural relationship between 1:1 and 

the genealogy and 1:17 counters the notion that 1:1 should be treated alone.  One can 

discern a sort of chiastic inclusio or double chiasm between 1:1 and both the genealogy 

and the conclusion.12 

Opening 1:1

1:1a � Â  Â               1:1b � Â  À           1:1c � Â  � ù

Genealogy 1:2–16 and Closing 1:17

1:16 �  ù  ù      1:6 À  À  ù     1:2  � ù
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For a judicial examination of evidence which seems to point away from this conclusion, 
such as the use of the phrase in Gen 2:4 and 5:1, and thoughtful disagreement with 
Davies and Allison, see John Nolland, ‘What Kind of Genesis Do We Have in Matt 
1:1?’ NTS 42 (1996), 463–71.

8. David Bauer, The Structure of Matthew’s Gospel: A Study in Literary Design 
(JSNTsup 31; Sheffield: Almond Press and Sheffield Academic Press, 1988), 73–7; 
Edgar Krentz, ‘The Extent of Matthew’s Prologue: Toward the Structure of the First 
Gospel’, JBL 83 (1964), 414.

9. To the list compiled by Davies and Allison, add Detlev Dormeyer, ‘Mt 1,1 als 
Überschrift zur Gattung und Christologie des Matthäus-Evangeliums’, in F. Segbroeck, 
ed., The Four Gospels 1992, Vol. 2 (1992), 1361–83; Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 
150.

10. The useful label ‘telescopic’ comes from J. C. Fenton, The Gospel of Saint 
Matthew (revised edition; London: Penguin and Westminster, 1977), 36.  Allison and 
Davies, Matthew 1–7, 154, find this view persuasive.

11. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 69–70.

12. Erickson, ‘Joseph and the Birth’, 39; Hagner, ‘Matthew’, 5; Turner, 
Matthew, 57–8; Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 118.



1:17a  Â                       1:17b  À                     1:17c � ù

Verse 17, drawing on the elements of 1:1 and on elements of the body of the genealogy, 

functions itself as a snapshot of Israel’s story in miniature.13

Regardless of Matthew’s intended structural role for the first verse, it is clear 

that the genealogical description of Jesus begins here.  Moreover, Matthew is obviously 

underscoring three key facets of Jesus’ identity.   ‘[T]he names appearing at the 

beginning and ending of ancient genealogies were most relevant in fulfilling the 

author’s purpose’, ergo ‘the variant beginnings and endings of [priestly] genealogies 

should not occasion too much surprise.’14  The snapshots of Matthew’s summary at the 

beginning and ending of the genealogy similarly point to crucial epochal aspects of 

Israel’s story and hopes, to the fulfillment of promises to David and Abraham and the 

solution to Israel’s stymied story and the great catastrophe of exile, ‘the one called the 

Messiah’ (1:16).

Christ the King, the Davidic Son

‘Jesus’ is of course the name of the subject of the genealogy.  He is defined as the agent 

of salvation in the following pericope and as King in chapter two, which leaves the 

question of the meaning of Â .  While Luz thinks of Â  as part of a ‘double 

name’ for Jesus and offers the absence of the article for proof, the correspondence to 

1:16, 17 (charted above) suggests that the lack of an article does not imply a loss of 

titular function.15  Jesus is specifically labelled ‘the one called Messiah’ in 1:16, and 
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13. Matt 1:17 is a ‘metanarrative sentence’, according to Schnider and Stenger, 
‘Die Frauen’, 189; or Matthew’s ‘gospel in miniature’, John Mark Jones, ‘Subverting 
the Textuality of Davidic Messianism: Matthew’s Presentation of the Genealogy and 
the Davidic Title’, CBQ 56 (1994), 264. 

14. Gary Knoppers, ‘The Relationship of the Priestly Genealogies to the History 
of the High Priesthood in Jerusalem’, in Oded Lipschitz and Joseph Blenkinsopp, ed., 
Judah and the Judeans in the Neo-Babylonian Period (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 
2005), 119, citing (with no page number) Robert Wilson, Genealogy and History.

15. The debate on when and to what extent ‘Christos’ began to lose titular 



‘the Messiah’ again in 1:17.  Luz states that ‘as a rule he uses the article’ when he uses 

Â  as a title.  But this raises the question as to whether Matthew ever uses 

ù  in a non-titular fashion, as he only uses it without the article twice (1:1, 18).16  

‘Brothers’ receives an article in 1:2, 11, as does ‘man’ in 1:16, while ‘son’ (albeit in the 

genitive, while the others are accusative) does not in the first verse.  Matthew is not 

consistent in any event, as some genitive nouns possess the article in the body of the 

genealogy (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Uriah, and the genitive article alone stands in for 

Bathsheba), while others do not:   Jesus in 1:1, Babylon in 1:11, 12 and 17; Mary in 

1:16; and Abraham and David in 1:17.  Moreover, the style of writing in the opening 

verse is quite compressed, which also helps explain any lack of article.

‘The colorless translation “Jesus Christ” here and in v. 18 in many English 

versions does not do justice to the excitement in Matthew’s introduction of Jesus under 

the powerfully evocative title “Messiah,” the long-awaited deliverer of God’s people, in 

whom their history has now come to its climax.’17  This important observation suggests 

the need to consider what precisely Matthew might have in mind in the inclusion of 

such a title.  Given the fact that studies on early Jewish messianism, Davidic 

messianism in early Judaism, and Davidic sonship and messianism in Matthew are all 

legion, and early conceptions of a Messiah could be considerably variegated, a 

definition of ‘Davidic Messianism’ in Matthew must be carefully delineated.  

Fortunately, Matthew himself appears to undertake just such a delineation, and in 

several recent studies on Matthew, a trend appears to emerge which helps to inform the 

approach of the present study.
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importance is current in Pauline studies, although seldom found in scholarship on 
Matthew.  Could ‘Jesus Christ’ in 1:1 qualify as a ‘monadic’ noun phrase, which would 
explain the lack of an article?  For such a category, see Wallace, Greek Grammar 
Beyond the Basics, 248–9.  

16. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 70; cf. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 59.  In the latter 
verse it is governed by the article preceding Jesus.

17. France, Matthew NICNT, 34–5.  NRSV and TNIV are exceptions.



David’s Son, the Christ, in Matthew. Who is the Christ according to 

Matthew?  In Matthew’s view, the Messiah is the Davidic king of Israel.  A primary 

task for David’s son the Christ seems clear in Matthew 2:1–7:  his is the kingly task of 

shepherding Israel.  The remainder of Matthew suggests that such messianic 

shepherding involves kingship, as noted by Garbe and Chae, and the restorative acts of 

inaugurating the healings of the messianic age (11:1–14)18 and teaching the people in 

righteousness (23:10; the five blocks of teaching).  Peter’s words explicate the Christ as 

‘the son of the living God’, a label applied in Scripture to the King of Israel (16:16; 2 

Sam 7:14).19  The particular concentration of titles in Matthew 26:63–27:54 (Christ, 

king of the Jews, son of God, son of Man) finds summary expression in the question 

from the high priest and in Jesus’ affirmative reply (26:63–64):  Jesus is the ‘Christ, the 

son of God’, God’s royal son who would rule Israel as king and the son of man who 

judges ex cathedra.  One can also compare Pilate’s question (27:11), the mocking 

chants of the soldiers (27:29), and the charge against Jesus on his cross (27:37):  Jesus 

is not just a generic King, but more precisely, he is the King of the Jews.

David’s Son, the Christ, in Recent Scholarship on Matthew. This emphasis 

on Jesus as Messiah, the Davidic king of the Jews who brings eschatological restoration 

for the Jews, is found in varying degrees in the recent studies of Konradt, Garbe, 
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18. It may well be that this passage should be given more consideration than it 
usually is in debates regarding the ‘therapeutic Son of David’.  Among those analysing 
Davidic sonship and healing, Chae is typical in ignoring this passage.  Given the 
apparent overlap of meaning in Matthew’s titles for Jesus such as Son of David, Christ 
and Son of God, Matt 11:1-14 is surely relevant for determining Matthew’s ‘therapeutic 
son of David’.  It is perhaps easy to focus in such a way on this most important title in 
Matthew (so Georg Strecker, Der Weg der Gerechtigkeit: Untersuchung zur Theologie 
des Matthäus [3rd ed.; FRLANT 82; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1962], 
118–20), so that one loses sight of the concept altogether.

19. As Nolan’s title indicates; Nolan, Royal Son of God.  Remarkably, scholars 
do not always focus on this association, and attempt too much deviation between the 
two titles; for the most extreme version of this practice, see John Enoch Powell, The 
Evolution of the Gospel: A New Translation of the First Gospel with Commentary and 
Introductory Essay (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), xxii, xxv, 53, 58, 207.



Willitts and Chae.20  Chae emphasizes the messianic or restorative nature of Jesus’ 

healings (associated with ‘Son of David’) and Jesus’ shepherding role in Matthew in 

light of Old Testament and Second Temple expectations.  He underscores Matthew’s 

presentation of Jesus as the ‘eschatological Davidic shepherd’:  ‘The story that follows 

2:6 illustrates how Jesus is the Christ, the Son of David among the lost sheep of Israel, 

the promised Shepherd who will tend his flock by himself at the eschaton; the promised 

eschatological theocracy has finally arrived in the midst of YHWH’s flock (cf. Ezek 

34).’21

Garbe focuses more broadly than either Chae or Willitts on the identity of Jesus 

as the restorative shepherd of Israel throughout Matthew, although despite his breadth 

he pays little attention to the genealogy apart from noting its generally Davidic 

character.22  In particular he is interested in the question as to whether Matthew is 

interested in ‘replacement theology’.  Does Matthew explicitly teach this shift, or does 

he even hint at this replacement?  Can one find it in passages such as 1:21?23  Garbe 

denies that such a shift is present or even hinted at.  Whether he is correct or not, his 

study confirms the emphasis in the present thesis.  By giving priority and ongoing 

relevance to a restorative mission to Israel in chapter 10 concurrent with the mission to 
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20. For older scholarship on early messianism, see Jones, ‘Subverting the 
Textuality of Davidic Messianism’, 257 n. 3.

21. Chae, Eschatological Davidic Shepherd, 188.  Chae does tend to fuse Israel 
and the nations in his interpretation of some passages.  The phrase ‘the people’ 
becomes Israel and  the nations; ‘the renewed flock of Israel is now open to the nations, 
since her shepherd is now the one Davidic Shepherd over all’, as Chae interprets Matt 
28:16–20; ‘the identity, continuity, and radical newness of God’s people in the First 
Gospel are determined and settled by the story of Jesus’, p. 393; see similarly pp. 361, 
383.  Cf. Turner, Matthew, 516–8.

22. This perhaps is a reminder both of the difficulty of parsing Matthew’s 
genealogy and of the need for research like the present thesis.

23. Gernot Garbe, Der Hirte Israels: eine Untersuchung zur Israeltheologie des 
Matthausevangeliums (WMANT 106; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 
2005), 1–2, 14–5.



the nations in chapter 28, Matthew is primarily concerned with the restoration of Israel, 

and his interest in the messianic impact on the nations is (temporally) secondary.24

Joel Willitts similarly articulates Matthew’s Davidic messianism as a 

‘“restorative” messianism’ which contains a ‘political-national’ edge often overlooked 

by modern interpreters, and he is even more consistent than Chae in articulating and 

maintaining a distinction between a shepherding ministry to Israel and any subsequent 

impact on the nations.25  Willitts goes on to add an emphasis on the ‘lost sheep of the 

house of Israel’ as only for the lost ten Northern tribes, but one does not need to follow 

this conclusion to appreciate the emphasis on the priority of Davidic Messianic 

restoration for Israel.

Finally, Matthias Konradt can also be cited in support of Davidic messianic 

restoration, although his approach differs slightly from that of Garbe and especially 

from that of Willitts, as he sees more of a change emphasized in Matthew’s post-Easter 

application of Jesus’ restorative work.  In the initial Messianic work, however, God is 

particularly the God of Israel, and is acting on her behalf by sending David’s messianic 

son for her restoration.26 

All four scholars differ on unique points addressed by their dissertations, 

including the precise constitution and significance of a Davidic kingdom for the Jews.  

Yet they find common ground in asserting a certain priority granted by Matthew to 

Israel in regard to Jesus’ restorative work in his role as the Davidic Messiah.  Such 

approaches are rightly more cautious than that commonly taken for the Messiah in the 
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24. Garbe does investigate the future of both Israel and the nations in Matthew 
at length, and it would be not be appropriate to assert that he maintains a ‘priority’ to 
Israel beyond Matthew’s initial temporal horizons.  This contrasts with an ongoing 
priority for Israel in Willitts.  The latter scholar’s narrow focus on the identity of ‘the 
lost sheep’ contrasts sharply with the broader concerns in Garbe’s text, as Garbe allows 
himself more imaginative interpretations and approaches, including the unusual use of 
jealousy as a goad in Romans as a model for understanding Matthew.

25. Joel Willitts, Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King, 217–8.

26. Konradt, Israel, Kirche und die Völker, 1–2, 393–5; and his second chapter, 
on the ‘Ausrichtung’ of the work of Jesus and his under-shepherds to Israel.



genealogy, represented by Vögtle’s statement, ‘Jesus der verheissene Messias Israels 

und der Völker ist’, which is not wholly incorrect but is made without clarifying the 

distinction in Matthew’s world between Jew and Gentile and their respective 

relationship to the Messiah.27  Of course, Chae, Garbe, Konradt and Willitts allow that 

Jesus’ Davidic messiahship in Matthew carries significance for the Gentiles, but all four 

scholars agree that the focus of restoration in Matthew is not on Gentiles in the first 

instance.28  This emphasis in recent scholarship fits squarely with the description of the 

royal figure ‘and his brothers’ (Matt 1:2, 11) addressed previously.

Exile. In light of the structural coordination of Christ and exile in the mini-

summary of Israel’s history in 1:17, ‘the Christ’ represents the solution to the crisis of 

exile, the event which functions as a great, lasting sign of the need for Messianic 

restoration.29  Now exile is a hotly contested concept in New Testament studies, 

particularly since the publication of N. T. Wright’s New Testament and the People of 

God.  Wright argues that significant portions of first century Judaism held the exile to 

be an ongoing phenomenon, attested in later texts included in the Old Testament 

(building particularly on Dan 9, as the ‘seventy years’ of exile prophesied in Jeremiah 

are interpreted more broadly; and Neh 9:36).  

‘Most Jews of this period, it seems, would have answered the question ‘where 
are we?’ [a key diagnostic question for Wright in relation to the ‘story’ told, 
retold and inhabited by Jews in the late Second Temple period] in language 
which reduced to its simplest form, meant, we are still in exile. They believed 
that, in all the senses which mattered, Israel’s exile was still in progress. 
Although she had come back from Babylon, the glorious message of the 
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27. Anton Vögtle, ‘Die Genealogie Mt 1,2–16 und die Matthaische 
Kindheitgeschichte’, BZ 8 and 9 (1964–1965) 48, in volume 9 (1965).

28. Willitts finds less of an embrace for the Gentiles with respect to a Davidic, 
messianic restoration than the other scholars, perhaps in part due to the narrower focus 
of his study viz. those of Chae, Konradt and Garbe; he focuses on the kingdom to Israel 
alone under David.

29. Mervyn Eloff, ‘Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus’; Mervyn Eloff, ‘From the 
Exile to the Christ’, especially chapters two and three; Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of 
Israel’, 147.  Many early Jewish messianic passages teach that the solution to exile is 
the restoration of the tribes under Judean (and sometimes Levitical) messianic 
leadership.



prophets remained unfulfilled, Israel still remained in thrall to foreigners; worse, 
Israel’s god had not returned to Zion.’30

Wright’s thesis on exile has certainly been challenged.31  Yet a number of scholars 

seem to prefer a refinement of his thesis rather than an outright rejection.  Pitre 

modifies the above quotation from Wright, indicated by italics in the following derived 

quote, in order to emphasize his points of departure from Wright’s interpretation:  

Most Jews of this period [the Second Temple period], it seems, would have 
answered the question ‘where are we?’ with the response: ‘we have returned to 
the land, but the rest of Israel is still in exile; the lost ten tribes of the northern 
kingdom have not yet returned.’ They believed that, in all senses which 
mattered, Israel’s exile, which had begun with the deportation to Assyria, was 
still in progress. Although the Judean exiles had come back from Babylon, the 
rest of Israel had not yet returned from being scattered by the Assyrians; hence, 
the glorious message of the prophets regarding the ingathering of all twelve 
tribes remain unfulfilled. The lost ten tribes of Israel still remained scattered 
among the nations.32

Such insights from historical Jesus studies bleed over into Matthean studies.  Joel 

Willitts holds that Matthew’s interest in the exile confirms an understanding of the 

exile compatible with Pitre’s understanding.  According to Willitts, Matthew presents 

Jesus as gathering the ‘lost sheep’ in Galilee, the remnants of the northern tribes still in 

exile.33  It is not necessary to fully embrace Willitts’s approach to follow him in placing 

an emphasis on Jesus as the messianic Davidic king whose mission constitutes the 

eschatological restoration of the whole of Israel, standing in need of redemption, a 
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30. Wright, New Testament and the People of God, 268–9.

31. For references and responses to some criticisms, see N. T. Wright, ‘In 
Grateful Response’, in Carey Newman, ed., Jesus and the Restoration of Israel: A 
Critical Assessment of N. T. Wright’s Jesus and the Victory of God (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 1999), 244–78.  For analysis of Wright’s view of exile with criticism 
similar to that adduced here, see Michael F. Bird, ‘Jesus and the Continuing Exile of 
Israel in the Writings of N.T. Wright’, in Jesus as Israel’s Messiah: Engaging the Work 
of N. Thomas Wright, eds. Robert L. Webb and Mark Allan Powell (LNTS; 
London:T&T Clark, forthcoming 2009).

32. Brant Pitre, Jesus, the Tribulation and the End of the Exile: Restoration 
Eschatology and the Origin of the Atonement (WUNT 2.204; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2005), 35–6.

33. Willitts, Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King, 229.



group that in Matthew’s mind almost certainly includes the ‘ten [nine-and-a-half] 

tribes’.

Joel Kennedy also highlights the exile and rightly observes the connection 

between ‘and his brothers’ in 1:2 and 1:11.  But given his interest in seeing Jesus as the 

recapitulation of Israel’s history, Kennedy chooses to interpret these texts through a 

‘Jesus as Israel’ grid, rather than as pointing to messianic restoration (‘Jesus for Israel’).  

While these two grids are not completely opposed, Kennedy sees the phrase ‘and his 

brothers’ in 1:2, 11 as illustrating ‘the unity of all Israel, as well as thematically 

connecting the exodus and exile events’.34  It is doubtful that Matthew intends to 

connect the (unspecified) exodus with anything, but the link certainly underscores the 

failure of Judah’s sons which culminates in exile, and the need for a King, namely, a 

Messianic Son of David and Judah, to bring about a restoration which was at best only 

partially realised.35  As far as Matthew is concerned, at present Israel is wholly in need 

of restoration.  Although the extent of the ongoing impact of the exile may be debated, 

underscoring the exile certainly provides a way for Matthew to highlight the need for 

restoration under the reign of a Davidic Christ-King.36  As Klausner notes regarding the 

era of Matthew and Jesus:

But what was the actual fact?  Slavery to foreign governments, wars, tumults 
and torrents of blood.  Instead of all nations being subject to Judah, Judah was 
subject to the nations. Instead of the ‘riches of the Gentiles’, godless Rome 
exacted taxes and tribute . . . . Instead of the Gentiles ‘bowing down with their 
faces to the ground’ and ‘licking the dust of their feet’, comes a petty Roman 
official with unlimited power of Judea.  Instead of Messiah the son of David, 
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34. Kennedy also points out the relevance of these verses for the interpretation 
of Matthew 2; he is correct that there is a connection, but over-reads the connection 
with his ‘recapitulation’ theme.  Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 142.

35. See similarly the failure of Israel’s ‘light to the world’ mission.  While some 
Jewish traditions suppose that God’s intent in the Exile was for making more 
proselytes, Matthew clearly sees contemporary efforts at such proselytization as 
inadequate (Matt 23:13–16).  Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 179.

36. For an article-length interpretation with similar emphasis, albeit with a 
stronger commitment to Exile as in N. T. Wright’s model, see Mervyn Eloff, 
‘Matthew’s Genealogy of Jesus’.  For suggested allusions of a more speculative nature, 
see Richard Erickson, ‘Joseph and the Birth’, 43–4; Scott, ‘Birth of the Reader’, 95.



comes Herod the Edomite.37

Moreover, the lack of annotations between exile (1:11–12) and the birth of God’s Son, 

the Christ by Mary (1:16), perhaps constitute a subtle hint that, while Israel and her 

royal line have been preserved (not least through the sacrifice of Jechoniah), a solution 

has yet to appear for Israel’s wretched condition.38  Such a hint may also be found in 

the summary of verse 17, which highlights exile along with Abraham and David as the 

great pivots in the Jewish story.  The next pivot in Matthew’s scheme is the appearance 

of the royal Messiah.39  Such a perspective on exile in the genealogy works well with 

the previous interpretations of the annotations in the preceding three chapters.

Conclusion: the Christ, the Davidic King of Israel in the genealogy. On the 

basis of these observations, it may be asserted that Matthew intends the annotations 

‘Christ’ and ‘David the king’, to be viewed particularly in conjunction with ‘Judah and 

his brothers’ and ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’.  Just as he highlights Judah ruling over 

his brothers (Genesis 49:8–11), David’s kingship in Matthew 1:6, Jechoniah’s royal 

sacrifice and the culmination of the failures of the Judean royal line in the Babylonian 

exile, so Matthew elevates Jesus’ role as the Christ, the ‘king’ in David’s line (Matt 

2:4) who brings the promises of restoration to fulfillment for Israel in the first instance.  

These observations thus provide a working definition for Matthean messianism.  Given 

Matthew’s messianic interest throughout his Gospel, such as the interest in Jesus’s 

Davidic kingship and his vocation as shepherd-king, one would be hard-pressed to say 
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37. Joseph Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth (Herbert Danby, trans.; London: Allen 
and Unwin, 1969), 169–70.  I owe this reference to Michael Bird.  See also Hagner, 
who notes the ‘lost’ status of nine and one-half tribes; Matthew 14–28 (WBC 33B; 
Dallas: Word, 1995), 565.

38. So Eloff, although he probably over-interprets this observation, placing too 
much stress on exile and the ‘largely ignored’ third section of the genealogy:  ‘it is in 
the resolution of the problem of the exile that the nature of Jesus’ Messiahship finds its 
first explication whatever other connotations it may have’, Mervyn Eloff, ‘Matthew’s 
Genealogy of Jesus’, 83.

39. See the concluding pages of the previous chapter on ‘The King “and His 
Brothers”’ for additional comment and interpretation.



that the title indicative of this vocation could ever be used with full loss of its titular 

significance.  Placing Christ in the line of Israel’s history, and highlighting David and 

exile along the way, requires a royal and restorative interpretation for Christ wherever it 

appears:  contra Luz, it cannot be reduced to a mere name in Matthew 1:1.

If Matthew is first and foremost interested in messianic restoration for Israel, 

what then is the significance of the Davidic Christ-King for the Gentiles?  Scholars 

often acknowledge that the mention of Abraham carries significance for the Gentiles 

(an issue explored in the section below), and discuss the curious association of ‘son of 

David’ with the Gentiles (Matt 15:22; contrast Mark 7:25–29).  Remarkably, however, 

few scholars query the precise significance of Davidic sonship for the nations in the 

genealogy.  This correlation is seen in Romans 15:12, in the reception history of 

Genesis 49 previously adduced, Amos 9:11–15 (cited with reference to Jesus and the 

inclusion of the Gentiles in Acts 15:13–19), and at Qumran.  Closer to the text at hand, 

Jesus’ work as the Davidic king restoring Israel and extending his reign to the Gentiles 

seems to find resonance with Matthew’s presentation of Jesus’ ministry in his exchange 

with the Canaanite woman (Matt 15:22–28).  She apparently accepts Jesus’ ministry 

and the priority of Israel, and appropriately receives a benefit (specifically the ‘crumbs’ 

of ‘mercy’) from her ‘Lord, the son of David’ (15:22).

When Matthew begins to identify Gentiles in the genealogy, therefore, he is not 

changing topics; he is still referencing Jesus’ messianic vocation as son of David, 

following the charter for Davidic leadership established in Genesis 49.  Similarly, the 

restoration of Israel appears to take priority in the pericope of the healing of the 

centurion’s servant in Matthew 8:5–13.  The phrase, ‘[m]any will come from east and 

west’ and the notion of an eschatological feast with the patriarchs refer in the first 

instance to Jewish restoration.40  But as highlighted by Bird, one can adduce significant 

evidence that such Jewish eschatological concepts are not fully exclusive of an impact 
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40. Dale Allison, Jr., ‘Who Will Come from East and West?  Observations on 
Matt 8.11–12/Luke 13.28–29’, Irish Biblical Studies 11 (1989), 158–70.



on the nations.  A radical and ultimate separation between Jewish restoration and the 

implications of Jewish restoration for the Gentiles is unnecessary:  ‘God’s design’ for 

‘the salvation of the Gentiles’ revolved around ‘the mechanism of a restored and 

renewed Israel’.41  This is amplified by the Matthean context, in which a Gentile soldier 

is blessed by Israel’s king.  Since Uriah functions as another Gentile soldier with 

faith(fulness) in Israel’s God, one is tempted to draw lines from the genealogy to this 

passage, such that both adumbrate the fact that when God does what he will do for 

Israel, his actions will impact the nations.  Bird’s interpretation of the passage from an 

historical Jesus perspective agree with the present reading:  while one cannot create a 

hermetically-sealed separation between Jewish restoration and implications for the 

nations, neither should one fuse these together so as to lose all distinctions between 

them.   

Abraham

The mention of Abraham is another contested point in the interpretation of the 

genealogy.42  As with Jesus’ Messianic status and Davidic sonship, Abrahamic sonship 

is repeated and thus underscored by the introduction and conclusion.  But why begin 

here?  Although I have argued (and will affirm again below) Matthew’s interest in the 

promises to Abraham that his seed would bless the nations, it is not in the first instance 

for the Gentiles that Abraham is featured.  Ostmeyer similarly sees Matthew as laying 

weight on the promises to Abraham, which originate a sequence or story culminating in 

the events Matthew narrates and their significance for his world.  However, contra 
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41. Michael F. Bird, Jesus and the Origins of the Gentile Mission (Library of 
Historical Jesus Studies; Edinburgh and New York: T. & T. Clark, 2007), 57; cf. his 
‘Who Comes from the East and the West?  The Historical Jesus and Matt 8.11–12/Luke 
13.28–29’, NTS (2006), 441–57.

42. My argument in this section is different from, but not necessarily opposed 
to, the interesting proposals made by Leroy Huizenga, The New Isaac: Intertextuality 
and Tradition in the Gospel of Matthew (NovTsup; Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).  For the 
genealogy, see Leroy Huizenga, ‘Matt 1:1: “Son of Abraham” as Christological 
Category’, HBT 30 (2008), 103–13.



Ostmeyer, the promises are always to Israel, not to ‘Israel and the nations’, even if the 

nations are impacted when promises are fulfilled.43  Rather, by beginning the genealogy 

with Abraham (contrast Adam and God as genealogical source in Lk 3), Matthew is 

underscoring the origins of the Jewish nation and the story of Israel.

Here again Wright is useful.  Israel was intended to serve as God’s solution to 

the ‘problem’ of the nations and universal sin.44  Apart from the difficult question of 

whether Wright’s story works for the whole of early Judaism and Christianity, it seems 

to function well for Matthew.  The purpose to which Abraham’s family is called 

certainly seems to be the transformation of the (presently wicked) pagans, who will see 

the good works of God’s people and glorify the God of Israel (5:13–16).  Moreover, in 

her present condition Abraham’s family is certainly failing to fulfill her vocation.  

Whatever proselytes are produced are not up to par, to put it mildly, because Israel and 

her shepherd-leaders are themselves ‘blind guides’ in darkness (Matt 23:15).  These 

leaders should not even bother asserting their Abrahamic parentage, since an alternative 

parentage is more appropriate (3:7–10).  This failure of mission is consonant with 

Israel’s present darkness (4:6) and shepherd-less status (9:36), so that Israel herself, the 

purported solution to the crisis of sin among the nations, is in need of salvific 

restoration.  Moreover, when the flock of Israel is symbolically reconstituted, she is 

given a renewed mission to the nations (28:16–20).  But the illustration of this theme in 

Matthew’s conclusion awaits a subsequent chapter.

Equally contested is the notion that Abraham’s presence in the genealogy carries 

significance for the Gentiles.  But if this story is indeed relevant for the remainder of 

Matthew, one should not be surprised to see evidence of it in this opening ‘summary of 

Israel’s story’.  Some scholars challenge the relatively common view that the inclusion 

of Abraham underscores Matthew’s interest in the Gentiles.  According to Gundry, 
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43. Ostmeyer, ‘Der Stammbaum’, 180.

44. See especially Wright, New Testament and the People of God, and the use of 
this work with respect to Matthew in Eloff’s work, previously cited.



Abraham’s presence and significance is so downplayed in Matthew that the opening 

reference to Abraham may well be focused on David as Abraham’s son.45  Nolland 

similarly holds that ‘[i]t is probably a mistake to find any hint of good news for the 

Gentiles on the basis of the wider reach of the promises to Abraham’.46  Lilly Nortjé 

offers the opposite perspective by arguing for a full-fledged ‘Abraham-motive in 

Matteus 1–4’, in which the women are incorporated along with the Magi and the future 

descendants of Abraham, the ‘stones’ (in the language of the Baptist), into an Abraham-

centric theme of the inclusion of the Gentiles.47  Ostmeyer similarly cites the latter 

passages and, exploiting the remarkable extent to which Matthew seems to embrace the 

possibility of Gentiles sharing the identity of Abraham’s offspring, states that ‘Das 

Hinzukommen der Heiden zum Erbe Abrahams, der auch als Vater der Proselyten gilt, 

wird schon hier präfiguriert.’48  Moreover, against Gundry, it is certainly possible to 

read continuity between the Messiah and the promises to Abraham and David, as 

Davies and Allison illustrate.49  Both characters are representative persons in whom the 

mission and promises of Israel are focused, just as these missions and promises are 

focused in Jesus, and the promises of royalty are already associated with the earliest 
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45. Gundry, Matthew, 13.

46. Nolland, Matthew, 72.

47. Siker, Disinheriting the Jews, 78; Nortjé, ‘Die Abraham-motief’; Schnider 
and Stenger, ‘Die Frauen’, p. 195; Heil, ‘Narrative Roles’, 540–1; Carson, ‘Matthew’, 
66; Luz, Matthew 1–7, 134–5; David D. Kupp, Matthew’s Emmanuel: Divine Presence 
and God’s People in the First Gospel (SNTSMS 90; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), 104 n.115.  Jackson employs Abraham’s status as ‘pre-Israelite’ and 
connects Abraham’s once-pagan status with that of the ‘four Gentile women’ in the 
genealogy of Jesus, Jackson, “Have Mercy on Me”, 28, 89–90 and nn. 121–8.  Eloff 
states, ‘It is striking to note that, outside the genealogy, references to Abraham always 
occur in contexts which are at best ambivalent about Jewish privilege and which serve 
to underline Matthew’s internationalism.’  Mervyn Eloff, ‘Apo... ‘Eos and Salvation 
History in Matthew’s Gospel’, in Daniel Gurtner and John Nolland, ed., Built Upon the 
Rock: Studies in the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 88.  

48. Ostmeyer, ‘Der Stammbaum’, 181.

49. Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 158–9.



patriarchs.50 

As noted already against Levine’s argument to the contrary, it should be clear 

that a mention of Abraham is relevant for the Gentiles.51  However, mention of 

Abraham applies equally well as a way of evoking the birth of the Jewish nation and 

God’s original intentions and promises to Abraham’s seed, particularly in connection 

with the other patriarchs (i.e., Jacob’s role as ‘Israel’).  To pit these aspects of Abraham 

against one another as Levine does is to foist a false dichotomy on Matthew; it would 

also be a false dichotomy for the significance of Abraham in much of early Judaism and 

Christianity.  Abraham was the ‘father of proselytes’ in much Jewish thought, on the 

basis of Genesis 17:4–5.52  In Paul’s letters Abraham was simultaneously patriarch of 

the Jewish nation (Rom 4:1, 9:5, 11:28, 15:8; 2 Cor 11:22) and also the father of 

Gentiles (Gal 3:6–9; Rom 4:16); in both cases Paul relies on Genesis.  For Paul neither 

aspect of Abrahamic paternity was allowed to negate the other, a perspective perhaps 

shared by Matthew.

Moreover, the latter patriarchs are not a deterrent to seeing Abraham as 

significant, for they carry forward the promises to Abraham and advance the narrative 

in which Israel’s destiny will impact the nations, usually summarised in the covenant 

declaration that ‘[all] nations will be blessed’ (Gen 22:18 and 26:4 for Isaac; 27:29 for 

Jacob).  As many scholars of mission put it, Abraham becomes part of the locus both of 

‘particularity’ and ‘universality’:  God works in and through and for Israel, but also 

through her and with her (or on occasion, in spite of her) for the benefit of the nations.53 
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50. See the classic study by Ronald Clements, Abraham and David.  Genesis XV 
and Its Meaning for Israelite Tradition (Studies in Biblical Theology 5; London: SCM, 
1967); Walter Brueggemann, Reverberations of Faith: A Theological Handbook of Old 
Testament Themes (Atlanta: Westminster John Knox, 2002), 37–8.

51. To the previous discussion add Osborne, Matthew, forthcoming.

52. But note an important caveat on the limited applicability of this oft-cited 
observation in Maureen Yeung, Faith in Jesus and Paul (WUNT 2.147; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck), 272.

53. Guido Tisera, Universalism According to the Gospel of Saint Matthew 



Mary and Joseph and God

The passive verb which notes Jesus’ entry into the genealogy in verse 16, � ù , is a 

notable change from the rhythmic repetition of � ù .  Just as the annotations 

previously broke rhythm and arrest the reader-hearer, so in this instance the rhythm is 

broken not only by Mary’s presence, but by a change in the subject-verb-object 

movement that has constituted the genealogy.  Commentators regularly cite this as a 

likely example of the so-called ‘divine passive’.54  The reader-hearer’s attention is thus 

arrested by the utterly unique, unanticipated way in which Jesus arrives in the 

genealogy.  Since Matthew and his implied (believing) reader hold to the virgin birth, 

strictly speaking, the genealogy is not genetically that of Jesus but of Joseph.  Matthew 

1:18–25 is a ‘clean-up’ paragraph from the body of the genealogy answering the open 

question, ‘How does Jesus (son of God and Mary) become son of David?’55  The 

answer is that Joseph, ‘son of David’ (Matt 1:20), adopts Jesus into his line.  

Mayordomo follows Frankemölle in labelling 1:1–17 an ‘earthly genealogy’ and 1:18–

25 a ‘heavenly genealogy’, which is partially correct.56  The repeated identification of 

Mary as ‘his mother’ (1:18; 2:11, 13, 14, 21, 22) reinforces her significance in this 

respect.

In Matthew’s world divine begetting functioned as an assertion of royal identity.  

This view of royal and divine rulers permeates the Old Testament (2 Sam 7:14 = 1 Chr 
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(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1993); LaGrand, Earliest Christian Mission, 171.

54. Frankemölle, Matthäus 1, 140.

55. K. Stendahl famously called Matt 1:18–25 ‘an enlarged footnote to the 
crucial point in the genealogy’; Stendahl, ‘Quis et Unde?’, 74.  The passage could also 
be said to serve a Janus function, looking back to the genealogy and forward to the 
drama of chapter 2.  

56. The real thrust of 1:18–25 is answering how, given the virgin birth, one can 
account for Jesus’ status as a Davidide.  Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 325 n. 
639.



7:13; Ps 2:7–8), ancient Near East and Greco-Roman worldviews.57  Unlike the nations 

and Israel’s previous history, in which kings were fathered by men and adopted by God, 

God himself has fathered Jesus by a woman, who is then adopted by a human father.  

This reversal of normal royal, divine adoption may well serve to undermine Imperial 

royal claims (as Jesus probably does in Matt 22:19–21; compare chapter 2 in relation to 

Herod ‘the king’) by placing Jesus on an elevated, unique plane among earthly regents, 

even among his ancestors.  Exegetical blood from this conceptual turnip might even 

reveal some validity in seeing Genesis 3:15 in the background to Mary’s begetting of 

Jesus:  the woman’s seed (cf. Rev 12; more debatably, Gal 4:4) will be the solution to 

the problem of humanity’s fall and the enmity between serpent (and the serpent’s 

offspring! cf. ‘brood of vipers’ in Matt 3:7, 12:34, 23:33) and redeemed humanity.

Whether the last point is correct or not, the ironic contrast between the normal 

expectations of human parentage and divine adoption is quite at home in Matthew’s 

subtle anti-imperialism.58  Moreover, this unexpected shift in royal parentage stands in 

line with the consistent polarities found throughout Matthew between divine paternity 

and serpentine paternity; and between the earth and earthly kingdoms, and the heavens 

and the heavenly kingdom.59  In light of Jesus’ dual origin, it is tempting to suggest a 

reference to Jesus’ Davidic origin in the ‘genesis’ of 1:1 (leading to Joseph’s legal 

genealogy in 1:2–17) and his Davidic-human origin in the ‘genesis’ of 1:18 (leading to 

1:18–25), deriving from the entrance of this theme in Matthew 1:16.  Yet the crucial 

 225 

  

———————————

57. For this phenomenon in Greco-Roman genealogy, see the earlier chapter 
addressing genealogical function.  For its relevance in Matthew, see Cyrus Gordon, 
‘The Double Paternity of Jesus’, JBL 96 (1977), 101; Milavec, ‘Matthew’s Integration’; 
Yigal Levin, ‘The “Adoption” of Jesus’.

58. Warren Carter, Matthew and Empire: Initial Explorations (Harrisburg: 
Trinity Press International, 2001); Warren Carter, ‘Matthean Christology in Roman 
Imperial Key: Matthew 1.1’, in John Riches and David C. Sim, eds., The Gospel of 
Matthew in Its Roman Imperial Context (Early Christianity in Context; London: T & T 
Clark, 2005), 143–65.

59. On heaven and earth polarity, see especially Pennington, Heaven and Earth.  
On paternal polarities, see Jason Hood, ‘Matthew 23–25’.



point for the present thesis is that Jesus’ divine sonship is no less part of the theme of 

royalty than his Davidic sonship, and that this undercuts any Imperial claims 

(pretensions in Matthew’s view) to divine filiation.60

Numbers and Numerical Structure

The evocative nature of the numbers cited by Matthew in the conclusion of his 

genealogy, three groups of fourteen generations, has fascinated scholars to no end.61  

The fact that Matthew features a multiple of seven and six provides room for near-

endless speculation.  Further speculation is created by the fact that Matthew does not in 

fact have three groups of fourteen generations.  Is Mary counted in addition to Joseph in 

the final group of ‘fourteen’?62  Is Matthew relying on a division of history similar to 

that found in 2 Baruch 53–74?63  Did Matthew count names, not generations (as he 

explicitly says)?64  Stendahl provided a unique interpretation by splitting Jesus from 

Christ, making the former forty-one and the latter forty-two.  Although accepted by no 

one, this argument at least creates room for an important Matthean distinction:  while 

Jesus is king, shepherd and Christ during his life, and indeed he is ‘born king of the 

Jews’ (Matt 2:2), his reign as Messiah does not fully happen (‘all authority’) until after 

his death and resurrection (a distinction necessary in order to render the temptation in 

Matt 4 valid).  It is arguably best to take 1:17 at face value, however, and focus the 
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60. Cf. the title of Nolan’s work: Royal Son of God.  Compare Matt 16:16; 
26:63–64; 27:40–43.

61. For a full list of possibilities, consult Allison, and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 
163–5; Luz, Matthew 1–7, 85–6.

62. Gundry, Matthew, 19.

63. Herman Waetjen, ‘Genealogy as the Key to the Gospel According to 
Matthew’, JBL 95 (1976), 205–30; even less convincing than this questionable parallel 
is Waetjen’s attempt to associate the four epochs of history with the four divisions of 
history in Dan 2 and 7.

64. Hugo Schöllig, ‘Die Zähtung der Generationen im Matthäischen 
Stammbaum’, ZNW 59 (1968), 261–8.



interpretation on what this verse says rather than what one can adduce from Matthew’s 

unusual arithmetic.65

But even this delimitation does not immediately provide an interpretive 

solution.  Augustine for one thought the avoidance of a total tally intentional, since 

‘Jechoniah is counted twice’ (would David not be counted twice as well?).  Ostmeyer 

stresses the salvation-historically significant number forty as a number of testing or trial 

and preparation, which is the number of generations inclusive of Abraham and 

Joseph.66  Despite the significance of the number, Matthew has not drawn attention to 

this number, but to three units of fourteen, although one could argue that his errant 

(intentionally so?) arithmetic invites speculation.  One could perhaps create a modified 

version of Ostmeyer’s argument that the number reflects Israel’s history by placing 

emphasis on the number forty-two.  Numbers 33 presents forty-two stages in Israel’s 

wilderness wanderings; Origen (Homily on Numbers XXVII.3) compared these stations 

with the forty-two stages of the genealogy of Jesus.  Origen may not be too fanciful, as 

it has been suggested that these forty-two stages in Numbers have something of a 

reception history in early Judaism and Christianity:  they may stand behind Daniel 7:25, 

12:7 (time, times and half a time as three and one-half years, or 42 months), and 

Revelation 12:6, where the same amount of time elapses before the birth of Messiah in 

Israel.  If a ‘theology of history’ exists, perhaps Matthew intends the reader to see 

Israel’s story as a period of difficulty, much as trial and suffering is concentrated on 
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65. For discussion, see ‘Could Matthew Count?’, Brown, Birth of the 
Messiah, 81–4.  For one possibility not often cited in the literature, see the suggestion 
of alternating inclusive/exclusive counting in Blomberg, Matthew, 53.  Stephen 
Carlson, a Ph.D. student in NT at Duke University, reminded me in private 
conversation that a double-counting of David has warrant if one focuses on verse 
seventeen and not on the genealogical line, so that the Exile, not Jechoniah, is the actual 
hinge on which a numerical scheme turns; thus Matthew’s arithmetic, if not perfect, 
improves.

66. Ostmeyer, ‘Der Stammbaum’.  A. M. Farrer, ‘Dispensing with Q’, in Studies 
in the Gospels: Essays in Memory of R. H. Lightfoot (Studies in the Gospels; Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1955), 87, who also sees forty as significant.



Israel’s saints in Daniel and in the Messiah-as-Israel (probably evoking both the 

suffering of Israel in the wilderness and the church) in Revelation 12.

One suggestion that has not appeared in the literature draws on the total number 

of the kings ruling over Judah and Israel, excluding perhaps the unauthorized Queen 

Athaliah.67  Test Mos adduces a combined total of forty-two kings (3 kings for the 

unified nation; 19 Northern Kingdom and 20 Southern Kingdom).68  That forty-two is a 

number with royal significance might also be deduced from the forty-two Odes of 

Solomon.  If so, then one is tempted to take the number as six-times-seven, which 

numbers could reflect Jesus’ divine-human identity in tandem with Jesus’ dual paternity 

(literal for Matthew) and the divine-human paternity of Israel’s kings and those of other 

nations (metaphorical).

A recent unrelated study which does not mention Matthew’s genealogy calls 

attention to the function of the number forty-two as something of a structuring principle 

in Judaism and, more widely, in the ancient Near East.  Joel Burnett proposes that forty-

two symbolizes concepts such as ‘cursing’, and that the Elohistic Psalter (Pss 42–83) 

relies on such a structuring principle.69  However, the oft-cited objection to the notion 
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67. On her exclusion, see Peter Leithart, 1 and 2 Kings (BTCB; Waco: Brazos 
Press, 2006), 238, 274.  He notes a seven-king pattern in Kings from which she is 
excluded; she obviously lacks the formulaic opening and closing lines.

68. This interpretation is not uncontested, as it requires taking anni (years) as a 
metaphor for rule, and as (some argue) there are twenty regents over the northern 
kingdom; Johannes Tromp, The Assumption of Moses: A Critical Edition with 
Commentary (Studia in Veteris Testamenti Pseudepigrapha 10; Leiden: Brill), 154.  

69. Joel S. Burnett, ‘Forty-Two Songs for Elohim: An Ancient Near Eastern 
Organizing Principle in the Shaping of the Elohistic Psalter’, JSOT 31 (2006), 81–101.  
To my knowledge a wider ‘forty-two’ theme has not been explored in the background 
to the genealogy, perhaps in part because many scholars are intent on focusing on the 
numbers Matthew actually mentions.  For other (adventuresome!) options for ‘forty-
two’, see O. H. Lehmann, ‘Number Symbolism as a Vehicle of Religious Experience in 
the Gospels, Contemporary Rabbinic Literature and in the Dead Sea Scrolls’, in Frank 
Moore Cross, ed., Studia Patristica, Vol. IV; TU 79 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 
1961), 127 n. 1.



that Matthew depicts Jesus as ushering in a seventh (or tenth) week of years70, could 

also apply here:  Matthew only calls attention to fourteen three times, not forty-two, nor 

seven-sixes.

Apart from such constructions engaging Israel’s history, one notes that multiples 

of seven were valued for genealogical construction, which creates a host of other 

possibly relevant data.  Ezra 7:1–5 has 17 generations from Aaron to Ezra; 1 Esdras 

8:1–2 changes this to fourteen.  Both, of course, are telescoped (generations omitted), 

which reminds one that Matthew is employing a common tactic in omitting three kings 

to preserve his numerical scheme.71  Fourteen is important not only for Matthew, but 

purportedly for early Pharisaic tradition as well, which adduced fourteen progenitors of 

the Law from Moses, ‘not a bloodlist of progenitors, but a succession of teachers 

through whom its tradition had been transmitted from the past’ or a ‘professorial 

genealogy’.72  Davies and Johnson both cite Finkelstein, who uses literary analysis of 

the rabbis to make the following claim on M.Aboth and ARN:

The number, ‘fourteen’, is not accidental.  It corresponds to the number of high 
priests from Aaron to the establishment of Solomon’s Temple; the number of 
high priests from the establishment of the Temple until Jaddua, the last high 
priest mentioned in Scripture . . . in both the Sadducean and Pharisaic traditions 
[e]ach group maintained that it was no accident that the number of links in the 
chain of what it considered the authoritative tradition, from Moses and Aaron 
until the time of Alexander the Great, was a multiple of the mystic number, 
‘seven’.

Finkelstein claims that later editing preserved the fourteen-link chain even at the 

expense of earlier generations, who are edited out to get to that ‘magic’ number.73  
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70. I.e., under the influence of concepts found in Jewish literature, including 1 
En. 93:3–10; Dan 9:24–27.  Enochic influence on Luke’s genealogy of Jesus (or rather, 
a source which Luke has used) has been argued in much detail by Richard Bauckham, 
Jude and the Relatives of Jesus, 315–71.

71. There may be more to the omission of these three kings.  For the fullest 
defense of an argument seeing the omission of the three kings as an allusion to the curse 
on the house of Athaliah, see Masson, Jésus Fils de David, 116–24.

72. W. D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount (Brown Judaic 
Studies 186; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989/1964), 302–3.

73. Louis Finkelstein, Mabo le Massekot Abot Ve Abot d’Rabbi Nathan (New 



Certainly, in light of fourteen generations in 1 Esdras, Ezra’s importance in rabbinic 

tradition provides evidence that one might wish to elevate him by stressing a Moses-

like ‘fourteen generations’:  ‘Hillel founded the Torah along with Moses and Ezra’.74  It 

is in theory possible that such an interest in ‘fourteen’ could be found for Jesus as well, 

given the New-and-Greater Moses theme running throughout Matthew.

But Matthew highlights neither Moses nor the Mosaic era in the genealogy 

proper.75  Mayordomo is representative of a significant number of scholars as he offers 

a pessimistic view of such efforts to interpret these numbers:  ‘Hilflosigkeit bei der 

Suche nach einem geeigneten Rahmen, in dem die Zahl den Verdacht purer Zufälligkeit 

verlieren und zur Chiffre für tiefgründige theologische Aussagen werden könnte. . .’  

Thanks to a notable lack of clear, incisive intertexts (though Mayordomo overlooks a 

number of the options presented here), ‘dann ist doch stark anzuzweifeln, ob 1,17 

wirklich seine Leser/innen in die dürre Wüste der Zahlenspekulation schicken will.’76  

On the other hand, there are possibilities for interpretation along the lines of the 

messianic thrust of the genealogy found in the annotations and in 1:1 and 1:17, such 

that the interpretation of this numerical structuring could be reinforcing the purpose of 

the genealogy as a whole.

From a composition critical perspective, the best one can hope to accomplish at 

present seems to be an estimation of the most likely explanations, given what we know 

of Matthew’s narrative and christological intentions and related compositional practice.  

The best options include the following:  (1)  An interest in fourteen as the number 

associated with the letters of David’s name seems quite likely, possibly augmented by 
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York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1950), x-xii, cited by Johnson, 
Biblical Genealogies, 206.

74. Sukkah 20a.

75. For the significance of fourteen in the Hebrew Bible and for other 
interpretive options, see Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 240–2; Johnson, 
Biblical Genealogies, 189–208.

76. Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 242.



an interest in three as there were three letters in David’s (Hebrew) name in the most 

widely used spelling.77  That gematria was possible (even in Greek-speaking 

documents) seems clear enough from Revelation 13:18 and interpretations of the 

number of the beast (both 666 and 616), as well as from Barnabas 9:8 and Sibylline 

Oracles 5:12–42.78  The message of the numbers would be a means of reinforcing 

Jesus’ status as Davidic Messiah.79  (2)  It is not impossible that a divine-human 

emphasis could be found in a seven-by-six scheme, informed by the significance of 

1:16, 18–25 and royal-divine associations noted in the previous section above; yet 

again, this seems to run against the structure which Matthew chooses to highlight.  (3)  

‘Forty-two’ could signify a corporate, narrative emphasis reminiscent of the period of 

Israel’s conflict in anticipation of Messiah and restoration or perhaps in relation to the 

number of regents in Israel’s history.  (4)  The Jewish interest in the numerical 

structuring of history for stylistic and/or theological reasons should be considered very 

likely.  An author could lay stress on the use of numerical structures to reflect the 

notion that God is in charge of history (not least in SIS) and has brought it to 

completion in an appropriate way at the time of his choosing.80  Matthew shows ‘daß 
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77. For a similar conclusion, see Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 26, 165; 
France, Matthew NICNT, 87; Osborne, Matthew, forthcoming.  On the gematria and 
three letters:  ‘[T]he genealogy was invested with the character of a sort of numerical 
acrostic on the name David.’  G. H. Box, ‘The Gospel Narratives of the Nativity and the 
Alleged Influence of Heathen Ideas’, Interpreter 5 (1906), 199.  Mathew, ‘Die 
Genealogie Matthäus 1,1–17 im Rahmen der Christologie des Matthäusevangeliums’, 
98–9, after a lengthy review of the issue.

78. Mayordomo doubts this is the case on the basis of a lack of textual signals, 
and France, Matthew NICNT, 31 is similarly sceptical.  But Matthew’s allusive 
genealogy hardly owes its readers explicit signals!  Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang 
hören, 241 and n. 219 for extended bibliography on gematria.

79. Less convincing fun with letters and numbers can be had by Jacques 
Chopineau, ‘Un Notarikon en Matthieu 1:1: Note sur la Genealogie de l’Evangile de 
Matthieu’, Études théologiques et religieuses 53 (1978), 269–70.

80. More moderately, France points to a simple interest in ‘symmetrical 
structure’; France, Matthew NICNT, 32.  Compare Mid. Ps. 105:3; 1 Chr 6:1-15; Num. 
Rab. 7:15, all cited by Johnson, Biblical Genealogies, 190–1.



sich das Handeln Gottes nach einem numerisch periodisierbaren Zeitplan vollzieht’.81  

Despite the lack of a reference to divine action before 1:16 (hardly required in this 

allusive genealogy), readers predisposed to see God in charge of history throughout the 

whole of 1:1–17 will certainly do so here, not least in its 3x14 shape.82  (5)  

Highlighting characters in seventh position, a favourite practice found in biblical 

literature (Jud 1:14, Luke’s genealogy of Jesus and elsewhere), could also be facilitated 

by using a multiple of forty-two.83

Each of these options, which are not necessarily exclusive, fits comfortably 

enough within a messianic and restorative interpretation of the genealogy; perhaps a 

combination of one and four is to be preferred, as Reji Mathew argues.84  However, 

with the exception of the fourth option, which seems more certain, these interpretations 

must remain possibilities which cannot be determined (or excluded!) with certainty.  

One other fact worth considering, which I have not seen brought into conversation with 

the genealogy, is the relationship between Matthew’s crafting in the genealogy and a 

possible ‘fourteen times three’ (= forty-two) structure for the Sermon on the Mount.85  

One admits that Stephen Carlson’s conclusion may be the wisest in the end:  ‘Matthew 

tolerated a slight deviation from symmetric perfection, and so should his interpreters.’86  
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81. H. Hempelmann, ‘“Das Dürre Blatt Im Heiligen Buch”. Mt 1, 1–17 und der 
Kampf Wider die Erniedrigung Gottes’, Theologische Beiträge 21 (1990), 9.  Luz 
comments similarly on the ‘idea of the divine plan that lies over the history of Israel 
that leads to Jesus’.  Luz, Matthew 1–7, 85–6.

82. Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang hören, 325.

83. J. M. Sasson, ‘Generation, Seventh’, in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the 
Bible Supplement (Nashville: Abingdon, 1976), 355.  For Luke’s genealogy, see 
especially Richard Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus, 316–25.

84. Mathew shows that the ‘fullness of time’ argument relates well to an interest 
in Davidic messianism, Mathew, ‘Die Genealogie Matthäus 1,1–17’, 98–9.

85. Glen Stassen, ‘The Fourteen Triads of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 
5:21–7:12)’, JBL 122 (2003), 267–308.

86. In an unpublished paper, ‘Making Matthew’s Generations Count’, given at 
SESCOR 13 March 2009.



Orthographic Allusions?  Aram, Asaph and Amos

 Moreover, two of the other unexplained aspects of the genealogy may have light shed 

on them if an interest in Israel’s restoration under a Davidic Messiah is admitted.  

� ù  is present for � ù  in Matthew 1:10.  Only one letter differentiates the two 

characters in the LXX, so perhaps nothing is meant by this, as Matthew is capable of 

unusual orthography.  Yet this change resonates more if one recognizes that Matthew 

has recorded � ù  in place of � ù  (Matt 1:7, 8).  This change is not significantly 

more substantial, yet still constitutes a change fostering an allusion (whether intentional 

or not) to another biblical character.87  

Did Matthew possess a faulty source text?  Did Matthew intend to make these 

allusions, or was accidental scribal error responsible?88  Luz holds that Matthew is 

guilty of ‘confusion’ between King Asa and ‘the singer of Psalms, Asaph’.89  Matthew 

or another scribe could have found � ù  for � ù  in one strand of the Greek tradition 

of 1 Chronicles 3:14 (for instance), but � ù  is altogether absent.90  Did Matthew get 

the idea from reading Amos/Amon or from Aram/Ram (see below) and employ creative 

spelling to achieve another desirable allusion?  It seems better to view these 

orthographic curiosities as a unit, and to conclude that opportunity has been taken here 
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87. For a discussion of these two text-critical oddities see Bruce Metzger, A 
Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (London and New York: United 
Bible Societies, 1975), 1–2; Hagner, Matthew 1–13, 4–5.

88. Lagrange argues that a copyist sent Matthew’s text tradition in the wrong 
direction.  In so doing he underestimates the evidence of the text tradition and 
overestimates Matthew’s orthographic purity.  M.-J. Lagrange, Évangile Selon Saint 
Matthieu (Études Bibliques; Paris: Gabalda, 1948), 5.

89. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 80 n. 10.

90. With Nolland, the latter is probably slightly more significant; Nolland, 
Matthew, 78, 79, 83 n.  See Metzger for text-critical details.  � ù  appears in one 
Greek manuscript of 1 Chr 3:10; Metzger, Textual Commentary, 1 n. 1; and u  
appears in Josephus; Willoughby Allen, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 
Gospel According to St. Matthew (ICC; New York: Scribners, 1907), p. 8.  Some posit 
that Matthew has influenced the LXX; France, Matthew NICNT, 27 n. 5.



to employ allusions to known characters.91  Matthew’s multilingual competence and 

relatively intense interaction with scriptural tradition are now widely recognized by 

students of his use of the Old Testament traditions.92  These skills suggest that Matthew 

is engaged in some sort of intentional activity here, and early Jewish use of creative or 

similar orthography seems to confirm this suggestion.93 

One could go some distance to confirming that Matthew does intend these 

creative spellings to serve as allusions by correlating them with the function of the 

genealogy as a whole.  A variety of options has been presented to explain these possible 

allusions. Perhaps they are ‘hints’ that the prophetic and priestly ministries of Israel 

belong in the kingly line.94  Perhaps the theology of Hebrews 7 lurks in the background.  

Davies and Allison suggest that both instances could be intentional changes, recalling 

Old Testament ‘prophecy’ (Amos) and ‘hope’ (for the Psalmist) and thus underscoring 

an interest in all of Israel’s history.95  Asaph’s priestly labours and prophetic status may 

or may not be of importance.96
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91. Julius Schniewind, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus (NTD; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1968), 10.

92. I am unaware of anyone attempting to argue against Matthew’s skill in 
Hebrew and Greek save M. J. J. Menken, who argues that Matthew relied on a revised 
(and essentially unknown!) version of the LXX, and I am unaware of anyone who 
follows Menken in this regard:  M. J. J. Menken, Matthew’s Bible: The Old Testament 
Text of the Evangelist (Leuven: Peeters, 2004).  The more typical ascription of 
knowledge of Greek and Hebrew (some also posit Aramaic knowledge) can be found 
in, e.g., Marie-Émil Boismard, ‘L’Ancient Testament Grec dans L’Évangile de 
Matthieu: Septante Ou Theodotion?’ in Jože Krašovec, ed., The Interpretation of the 
Bible: The International Symposium in Slovenia (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1998), 245–54.

93. For the creative use of names in Jewish scribal practice, see Richard 
Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’.

94. Walter Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, Theologischer 
Handkommentar zum Neuen Testament (Berlin: Evangelische Verlag, 1972), 63.

95. Dale Allison, Jr. and W. D. Davies, Matthew 1–7, 177; Gundry, Matthew, 
p. 15.  For a far more fanciful interpretation, see Bruner, Matthew, 12–5.

96. On Asaph as prophet, see the references in Dale Allison, Jr. and W. D. 



It seems best, however, to consider whether these Old Testament characters 

could be of a piece with the Davidic, restorationist thrust of the whole genealogy, with 

Israel’s history contributing to the picture of messianic restoration here as elsewhere.  

Matthew’s citation of Psalm 78:2 in Matthew 13:34–35 is perhaps relevant, as the 

Psalm was ascribed to Asaph (this is the only one of the so-called Matthean formula 

citations not from the prophets).  The phrase ‘things hidden from the beginning of the 

world’ is best taken as a reference to the nature of the work of the son of Man in sowing 

God’s kingdom.  The reference to Daniel 12:3 (Matt 13:43) relies on a messianic, 

eschatological understanding of Jesus’ articulation of the kingdom in Matthew, which 

parallels God’s work in establishing Israel’s kingdom under David in Psalm 78.  

Moreover, the conclusion of Israel’s story in Psalm 78 features a celebration of Davidic 

rule over Israel as shepherd over the tribes (Ps 78:67–72), an image on which Matthew 

relies.97  If Matthew understands the Psalmist to be speaking of Israel’s story in the 

opening verses, he perhaps sees coherence between Jesus’ own presentation of the 

unexpected nature and mystery of the kingdom in Matthew 13 and the Psalmist’s 

description of Israel’s story following 78:1–2, not to mention the variegated response to 

God’s plan for Israel present in both chapters.  Already in the genealogy, then, perhaps 

there is a hint of the shepherding role applied to David by Asaph, and the rather 

unexpected and hidden way in which God is at work in establishing his kingdom under 

David’s son.  David’s rule over Jacob fits very well with the emphasis seen in Judah’s 

role above his brothers in Matthew 1:2.

What then of Amos?98  An allusion to Amos again fits with an interest in the 
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Davies, Matthew 1–7, 175.  Note also Matt 13:34.  The ascription, albeit debated 
(manuscripts also cite Isaiah here; for discussion, see Bruce Metzger, Textual 
Commentary), cites Ps 78 as the words of ‘the prophet’.

97. As noted by Chae, Garbe and Willitts.  On the messianic interpretation of 
this OT passage in LXX translation, see Schaper, Eschatology in the Greek 
Psalter, 116.

98. Intentionality is again doubted by, among others, Harrington, Matthew, 29.



Davidic restoration of Israel.  Amos is a prophet from Judah sent to preach to the 

Northern Kingdom, just as Jesus is a Judean who serves as God’s emissary primarily to 

the north.  Just as Amos prophesied about the restoration of Israel under Davidic rule 

(Amos 9:9–15), so, too, Jesus comes as the Davidic king to reign over Israel.  Perhaps 

in the genealogy we see a hint that, like Amos, Jesus the Judean will go to the north to 

preach as part of a commitment to the reunification of Israel under Davidic rule.  This 

emphasis squares particularly well with an emphasis on Judean leadership over the 

tribes in Matthew 1:2.

Finally, then, there is the use of � À  for À  (Matt 1:3–4).  It is again not 

entirely clear that Matthew has intentionally created an allusion.99  It is certain, 

however, that he employs a name ‘reflecting the one spelling of the name in the 

Septuagint (1 Chr 2:9–10; contrast Ruth 4:19; 1 Chr 2:9 [another reference], 25, 27) 

that could also possibly be used to allude to the Gentile mission’.100  Such an allusion is 

of a piece with Matthew’s interest in ‘salvation-historical geography’, including named 

Israelite tribal regions in Matt 4; the antiquated label ‘land of Israel’ in Matthew 2, a 

New Testament hapax legomenon; ‘Canaanite’ woman in Matthew 15; and Egypt and 

Babylon.  In light of this interest one recalls the frequently proposed, if never fully 

proven, Syrian provenance for the Gospel.101  Syria would be the modern community of 

ancient Aram, and Matthew would be tipping his hat to his non-Jewish neighbours in 
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99. Nolland rightly notes that ‘the issue is complicated yet further by the use in 
Luke 3:33 of � À’, Nolland, Matthew, 77 n. 42.  One might also compare Ruth 4:19 
LXX.  In any event, Matthew is more competent with Hebrew than Luke.

100. Keener, Matthew, 77, brackets original.  The LXX evidence stems from 
LXX B.  Beaton mentions Isa 7:1 LXX as a possible source for the names in Matt 1:9; if 
he is correct, one finds Aram there as well, though one also finds the connection 
elsewhere (Isa 1:1, Hos 1:1).  Richard Beaton, Isaiah’s Christ in Matthew’s Gospel 
(SNTSMS 123; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 95.

101. Many scholars hold to this provenance, but only very provisionally; Allison 
and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 143–7; Sim, ‘Matthew and the Gentiles’, 40–1.  Note 
Stanton’s caution:  Graham N. Stanton, A Gospel for a New People: Studies in Matthew 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), xii.



his Christian community, perhaps pointing out to Jews in his community (the most 

likely members of his audience to interpret such an allusion?) God’s intention for Ram 

and his line:  the blessing of all nations, including ‘Aram’.  One also notes the interest 

in Jesus from ‘all Syria’ in Matthew 4:24.  Here Matthew has changed Mark’s ‘regions 

around Galilee’ (Mk 1:28), increasing the specificity of the geographical reference in 

the process and perhaps echoing and reinforcing the use of ‘Aram’ in Matthew 1:3–4.  

It is tempting to offer the opinion that Matthew intended the alert reader to pick up on a 

reference to Aram, and that this allusion mirrors the orthographic allusions to Amos 

and Asaph.

Even if another provenance proved more likely than Syrian Antioch, the 

allusion still seems possible.  Matthew has now alluded to two Canaanites, a Moabitess, 

and a Hittite; and Aram and Babylon.  He will add Egypt and ambiguously ‘the East’ in 

the next chapter; in light of the narrative, both carry an undoubtedly positive 

connotation.102  Before chapter three is complete, one finds that in Jesus’ mission as the 

royal son of God ‘all the kingdoms of the earth’ may well be on the table for 

bargaining.  If an interest in ‘praiseworthy Gentiles’ and the transformation of the 

nations as promised to Abraham and David (Judah) is the reason for the inclusion of 

Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah, all of whom belonged to Israel’s traditional enemies, a 

reference to Aram would only serve to reinforce this interest, particularly since 

Matthew’s audience or other early Christian missionaries were operating in historic 

‘Aram’ (Syria).

These suggestions cannot be guaranteed; the orthography in each instance 

simply could constitute a fortuitous accident.  The difficulty in converting Semitic and 

cognate names into Greek is well-documented not only in the history of the LXX 

tradition, but in other early literature as well; perhaps the most pertinent are Josephus, 

Berossus and Manetho.  But one problem with drawing too heavily on such 
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102. I previously noted the suggestion of Kennedy, that Matthew is re-orienting 
so that Judah is a place of danger, while Egypt becomes a place of refuge.



comparisons, however, is that Matthew seems to have been quite in touch with Semitic 

and Greek possibilities, to the extent that he could have employed such changes 

intentionally.  One is tempted to vote with Keener:  ‘Taken collectively, these changes 

cannot be viewed as merely orthographic; pace Johnson 1988: 182.’103  This is 

particularly the case in light of the fairly common Jewish practice of ‘midrashic 

identification’ based on fortuitous links in names.104

But I cannot follow Keener’s suggestion that these changes are meant to render 

Jesus’ ancestors ‘more righteous’.  Here he employs the common sociological approach 

to the genealogy, holding Matthew to the genealogical practice of adding virtues to the 

subject’s ancestors.  But in light of the ‘Israel story summary’ nature of the genealogy 

and Matthew’s interest in employing Israel’s story so as to shed light on the Messiah’s 

vocation, if Matthew does intend something by these names, it is likely that they, too, 

are intended to shed light on Jesus’ messianic vocation to Israel and the world as 

adumbrated by Israel’s history.  Thus the present options, unique to my knowledge, 

stand a better chance of aligning with Matthew’s intentions than Keener’s suggestion.  

This admittedly hypothetical approach again illustrates the value of using Israel’s story 

and messianic restoration to interpret the annotations. 

Conclusion and Contribution

How then do these annotations work in concert?  While many scholars have made 

arguments regarding the annotations, the present cluster of interpretations is unique in 

its focus on Jesus’ vocation as the Davidic Messiah who brings restoration, as informed 

by Israel’s story.  The primary assertions (for the four Gentiles and ‘Judah and his 

brothers’) have been anticipated by others, but always independent of this larger 

framework.  Generally speaking, there has been no substantial attempt to show that a 

consistent messianic interpretation can explain each annotation, even including the 
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103. Keener, Matthew, 76 n. 13, citing Johnson, Biblical Genealogies.

104. Hempelmann, ‘“Das dürre Blatt”’, 9; Bauckham, ‘Two Problems’, 321 n. 
23.



spelling changes.  One is more likely to find resistance to any unified interpretation, as 

in Nolland, who limits any unity to Israel’s story broadly conceived in its ‘highs’ and 

‘lows’; and Luz, who thinks exegetes should be ‘warn[ed] against wanting to see in [the 

annotations] in all circumstances a single uniform meaning.’105  In contrast to less 

focused interpretations, Gundry is correct in noting the genealogy is a ‘large figure of 

speech’ for Jesus’ Davidic Messiahship.106  This concept and Israel’s story seem to 

supply interpreters with a way to weave the seemingly disparate threads into a coherent 

whole.

The present research suggests that we can be quite precise about the nature of 

this messianic interpretation, for the genealogy is simultaneously a ‘large figure of 

speech’ for a story:  the ultimate goal of Israel’s story is her restoration under Davidic 

kingship, and the production of submission or allegiance to the God of Israel among the 

nations.  In his genealogical portrait of Jesus, the son of Judah and David, Matthew 

offers his readers the hope that the original Davidic promise is beginning to come true.  

Israel (at least in part) is restored to life under the care and direction of the Davidic 

king, a point Matthew indicates by featuring the role of Judah and Jechoniah over their 

‘brothers’ and in service to them (1:2, 11), David’s kingship (1:1, 6, 17), the failure of 

the royal line culminating in exile (1:11), and the culmination of Israel’s story in the 

Messiah, who is from David’s royal line and of divine descent (1:1, 16, 17).  He will, 

one supposes, rule over his brothers and serve them sacrificially, as Judah and 

Jechoniah did.  Secondly, the nations (at least in part) are exercising faithfulness as they 

submit to David’s son, a point Matthew indicates by the reference to Abraham (1:1, 2, 

17) and the reference to four praiseworthy Gentiles from the Old Testament.

Turning to the more allusive material in the genealogy, it seems improbable that 

Aram, Asaph and Amos could collectively be unintended by Matthew.  If so, then Aram 

(and perhaps Amos) could be intended to remind readers of the global significance of 
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105. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 83.

106. Gundry, Matthew, 15.



Israel, while Asaph and Amos could remind readers that it is a Judean’s task to lead 

Israel as Davidic shepherd-king.  It is worth noting that if in fact Matthew intends the 

reader to see the more allusive references, one has further confirmation that he is 

capable of constructing and highlighting agenealogical components of Jesus’ genealogy 

in order to make theological points, as he clearly does with the Babylonian exile (and in 

a way, as he does with ‘and his brothers’), and as I have argued that he does in the case 

of Uriah.  As noted by Carlson, the exile, not Jechoniah, functions as a pivot in verse 

17.107  This is further proof Matthew has Israel’s story in mind at least as much as pure 

genealogical lineage, and that he points the reader’s attention not just to ancestry, but to 

agenealogical components.  It is well worth reflecting on the implications of this fact 

for increasingly mixed late first century audiences:  ‘With Christianity religious identity 

is fundamentally detached from nation, family and sex.’108  Lastly, in his use of 

numbers Matthew may well intend for readers to see royal-Davidic significance in the 

number fourteen, though a general emphasis on history as worked ‘according to plan’ 

certainly does not nullify the present interpretation.

In sum, the various proposals here cannot guarantee that the interpretations of 

the two great conundrums of the genealogy addressed in the previous three chapters are 

correct.  But the present investigation has shown that it is certainly possible to see the 

(admittedly allusive) genealogical accents working as a unit in ways that do not 

contradict the previous chapters.  From a composition critical perspective, then, such 

harmony indicates the plausibility of coherence with the other data in the genealogy, 

and provides a certain comfort level for interpreters taking the interpretations suggested 

in the previous three chapters.109  Moreover, the interpretation of the genealogy 
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107. In private conversation as mentioned previously.

108. Friis-Plum, ‘Genealogy as Theology’, 90.

109. This ‘comfort level’ is similar to the more subjective ‘satisfaction’ factor in 
Hays’s work on biblical allusions.  See his modification of these criteria in Hays, 
Conversion of the Imagination, 25–49.



constructed over the previous four chapters compares favourably to the expectations 

created by the study of Summaries of Israel’s Story, and illustrates the way in which the 

Messianic aspect of the genealogy may be coordinated with the narrative aspect of the 

genealogy as an Israel story pointing to a particular messianic conclusion.

Excursus:  The Annotations of Matthew’s Genealogy and Audience Competency

Contemporary readers may wish that Matthew was more explicit about what he did and 

did not intend by his allusions.  But it is certainly possible that such constraint would be 

less engaging for readers, less evocative and less memorable; to say nothing of being 

(arguably) less true to his Jewish exegetical roots.  As France observes, Matthew often 

uses Scripture explicitly; ‘[m]ore often, however, the testimony of Scripture is woven 

into the way the stories are told, so that their significance depends on the ability of the 

reader to recognize allusions to biblical events and persons and to draw the appropriate 

conclusions.’110  This is particularly the case given that the narrator never uses a 

formula citation from outside the Book of the Twelve, save for Psalm 78; fulfillment of 

the Pentateuch and Israel’s narratives is always allusive (as is arguably the case with 

Mosaic allusions throughout the Gospel).111

What is more, even when Matthew uses Scripture explicitly, there seems to be 

more than meets the eye.  France has elsewhere stated that Matthew’s writing allows for 

the encoding of multiple levels of meaning; one can find exegetical ‘bonus points’ 

offered to readers willing and able to see more than what is obviously present on the 
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110. France, Matthew NICNT, 25–6.  Carson similarly observes:  ‘Matthew, Jew 
that he is, knows how to write with an allusive touch; and readers steeped in the OT 
would naturally call to mind a plethora of images associated with many names in this 
selective genealogy.’ Carson, ‘Matthew’, 66.

111. For a particularly interesting reading of the citations in Matthew 2 as an 
allusion to important Pentateuchal traditions in early Judaism, see David-Instone 
Brewer, ‘Balaam-Laban as the Key to the Old Testament Quotations in Matthew 2’, in 
D. Gurtner and J. Nolland, ed., Built Upon the Rock:  Studies in the Gospel of Matthew 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 207–27.



surface, a turn of phrase borrowed positively by Davies and Allison, among others.112  

Similarly, Nolland notes the importance of considering orality in the hearers’ reception 

of Matthew, including the possible limitations on audience understanding in such 

environments; ‘but at the same time it seems to me that the encoding used by Matthew 

is much too subtle to allow oral possibilities to limit interpretation.’113   Such 

observations run against Luz’s unwarranted scepticism:  ‘In my judgment, Matthew 

assumes readers who hear his story, that is, who will have it read to them.’  On this 

basis Luz does not (for instance) believe Matthew to be writing to those capable of 

counting generations.114

The present author finds it difficult to believe that the author who worked so 

intricately with Israel’s Scriptures and Mark’s Gospel (where many tiny shifts prove 

crucial, or at least informative, when examined carefully by readers, including Luz 

himself) would construct a document aimed solely at a generally ignorant audience 

comprehensively lacking the ability to engage Scripture deeply.  Sceptics must reckon 

with the fact that, in order for Matthew’s audience to get anything at all from the 

genealogy, they must already have some knowledge about Jesus, early Christianity, and 

the Scriptures of Israel.  The least familiar first century audiences would certainly not 

be able to make anything of the genealogy at all.  ‘Matthew begins with an Old 

Testament genealogy that makes sense only to those who are familiar with the people 

and events to which it refers (1:1–17).’115  Setting a maximum limit on an audience’s 

knowledge of early messianism and the Scriptures, or placing a limit of maximum 

 242 

  

———————————

112. Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 279; R. T. France, ‘The Formula-
Quotations of Matthew 2 and the Problem of Communication’, NTS 27 (1981), 250.

113. John Nolland, ‘Reflections on the Writing of a Commentary on the Gospel 
of Matthew’, in Dan Gurtner and John Nolland, ed., Built Upon the Rock: Studies in the 
Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 273.

114. Luz, Matthew 1–7, 85 n. 53.

115. Stephen Motyer, ‘Old Testament in the New Testament, The’, in Walter 
Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1996), 582.



return on a reader’s interpretive investment, is an unhelpful interpretive approach to 

Matthew.  The didactic intent of Matthew suggests the crafting of a document intended 

to engage teachers.116  Against the notion that one should only take Matthew in the 

most straightforward way, or that interpreters should have a minimal expectation of 

allusions, Matthew’s catechetical impulse suggests that ‘[o]ur evangelist did not write 

for bad or casual readers but instead for good and attentive listeners.’117  Such 

characteristics and the ‘rhetorical effectiveness’ of Matthew’s use of Scripture are true 

regardless of the Sitz im Leben of the audience.  Matthew’s use of ‘the history of Israel 

as God’s chosen people’ and the presentation of Jesus as ‘the fulfillment of God’s 

promises to his people’ reveal Matthew’s consistent presupposition that ‘the implied 

reader has some knowledge of this [OT] literature and its importance.’118  Indeed, such 

knowledge is required if one is to unlock ‘the treasury of biblical knowledge’ required 

to interpret the genealogy, as Luz states elsewhere!119

In light of these considerations, an audience including readers or hearers with a 

variety of capacities and skills for interpretation seems much more likely to fit 

Matthew’s intentions.  The present reading of the genealogy simply produces a richer 
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116. Jesus addresses scribes in Matt 13:52.  Could this imply an audience 
consisting of some who had considerable interpretive skills?  This debate, of course, 
could easily be as complicated as that raging in Pauline studies between Richard Hays, 
N. T. Wright and Brian Abasciano on one side, and sceptics like Christopher Stanley on 
the other.  But it is probably safe to say that the way in which Matthew’s audience is 
construed as at least heavily Jewish probably renders allusions more accessible than 
Paul’s variegated or even Gentile-dominated audiences.

117. Allison, Studies in Matthew, 234.

118. David B. Howell, Matthew’s Inclusive Story: A Study in the Narrative 
Rhetoric of the First Gospel (JSNTsup 42; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 213 and n.

119. Luz, ‘Intertexts in Matthew’, 128.  See especially the observations on 
Matthew’s readers and his expectations for them and their interaction with the 
Scriptures in Nolland and France’s observations on writing a commentary on Matthew; 
France and Nolland, ‘Reflections on the Writing of a Commentary on the Gospel of 
Matthew’, in D. Gurtner and J. Nolland, ed., Built Upon the Rock:  Studies in the 
Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 273, 279, 285.



version of the same essential message of Jesus’ vocation of Davidic messianic 

restoration shared by some less-developed, minimalistic readings.  Arguably, it 

provides a deeper and more satisfactory approach to the genealogy’s elements 

appropriate for readers capable of appreciating biblical allusions to the messianic 

restoration of Israel and its impact on the nations. 
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CHAPTER 8

BEGINNING AND ENDING

From a composition critical perspective, a reasonable interpretation of the genealogy 

should be capable of explaining the genealogy’s particulars, as illustrated in the 

previous chapters; but it should also possess some explanatory power for the Gospel as 

a whole.  Such an emphasis is not an approach universally taken up in scholarship, for 

as Dale Allison notes, ‘The historical-critical method has trained us to relate the First 

Gospel to texts other than itself.’1

Two aspects of the relationship between the opening genealogy and the 

remainder of the Gospel may be distinguished.  First, incidentals found throughout 

Matthew’s narrative of Jesus shed light on the present interpretation of the genealogy.  

To cite but one example, characters such as the Magi, the centurion, the Ninevites, the 

Queen of the South, and the Canaanite woman provide support for seeing four 

praiseworthy Gentiles in the genealogy.  Secondly, Matthew’s genealogy is frequently 

associated with the theology of the gospel as a whole, making it a crucial text for 

calibrating interpretive expectations for other passages in the Gospel.  These two 

aspects are together somewhat circular (the genealogy sheds light on passage[s]; 

passage[s] sheds light on the genealogy), but not viciously so.  Rather, these 

relationships constitute a bar to be hurdled by proposed interpretations.  Arguably, 

interpretations not capable of surmounting such a bar may be considered more difficult.  

The presence of the women as pointers to Mary and ‘unusual unions’ or ‘unusual 

births’ would be one such interpretation.  If it is granted that adoption into David’s line 

  

 245 

———————————

1. Allison, Studies in Matthew, 234.



explains the thrust of Matt 1:18–25, this common interpretation has no relevance for the 

Gospel outside the genealogy, so that it lacks corroborating evidence from the wider 

text.

While an investigation of the relationship of the genealogy to the whole of the 

Gospel is not possible in the present research, one passage will suffice as a ‘test case’ 

for the relevance of the present interpretation of the genealogy for the interpretation of 

the Gospel.

The Whole of the Gospel in Two Passages

Raymond Brown asserts that the genealogy contains all of Christian theology in nuce, 

which is a twist on Zwingli’s dictum that the genealogy contains the sum of 

Reformation theology.2  More cautious interpreters might note that it is possible to read 

the whole of Christian theology or Reformation theology into a particular passage.  

From a composition critical perspective, it is much more feasible to hold that 

Matthew’s genealogy is crucial for the whole of the Gospel.3  Warren Carter rightly 

makes the claim that ‘for the narrative [of Matthew’s Gospel], the genealogy provides 

an interpretive framework which shapes the understanding of the rest of the story.’4  

Similar observations can be found in Willitts and Repschinski, who reject the idea that 

Matthew should be read from back to front in favour of a front-to-back approach.5
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2. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 596.

3. Davis, ‘Fulfillment of Creation’, 152; Hutchison, ‘Matthew’s Genealogy’, 
152; Bauer, ‘Literary and Theological Function’, 129–32; Eloff, ‘Matthew’s Genealogy 
of Jesus’, 84.  

4. Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 55.

5. Boris Repschinski states:  ‘The christology of Matthew’s Gospel, viewed 
from beginning to end rather than from end to beginning, implies a reader who is firmly 
rooted in the traditions of Israel’, Boris Repschinski, ‘“For He Will Save His People 
From Their Sins” (Matt 1:21): Christology for Christian Jews’, CBQ 68 (2006), 265.  
Similar statements are found throughout Willitts, particularly against the commonly 
expressed belief that one should read in light of Matthew’s conclusion; Joel Willitts, 
Matthew’s Messianic Shepherd-King; cf. Kennedy, ‘The Recapitulation of Israel’, 148; 
Richard Carlson, ‘Reading and Interpreting Matthew from the Beginning’, CTM 34 



 Intriguingly, the genealogy is not the only Matthean text regularly associated 

with ‘the theology of the whole Gospel’.  The Great Commission is widely celebrated 

as a great recapitulation of ‘the most important themes of [Matthew’s] gospel.’6

‘[F]rom a literary point of view’, Matthew 28:16–20 ‘is perfect, in the sense that 

it satisfyingly completes the gospel: we could hardly improve upon it.’  It is ‘so 

consonant with the spirit of the whole Gospel because so full of resonances with 

earlier passages . . . almost a compendium of Matthean theology.’7  The final 

five verses ‘offer a compendium of important Matthean themes.’8  Michel 

famously labelled “Matt 28:18–20 [as] the key to the understanding of the 

whole book.’9  Stanton sees that ‘28:16–20 contains a cluster of related 

Matthean themes’ and constitutes ‘a grand finale in which the evangelist 

summarises his main points.’10   ‘MtEv erschließt sich nicht nur durch einen 

einlinige Lektüre; gerade Mt 28,16–20 ist eine Aufforderung zur “Relecture” 

des ganzen MtEv.’11

The narrative tension of the first Gospel finds its essential resolution in the rejection, 

crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, and Matthew intends the final verses of the 

Gospel to affirm the truth and ongoing significance of all that has transpired throughout 
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(2007), 434–43.

6. Keener, Matthew, 715, citing Bauer, Structure of Matthew, 109–28.

7. Allison and Davies, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel 
According to Saint Matthew: Matthew 19–28 (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 
1997), 687.

8. Gundry, Matthew, 593.

9. Otto Michel, ‘The Conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel: A Contribution to the 
History of the Easter Message’, in Graham Stanton, ed., The Interpretation of Matthew 
(second ed.; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995), 45, emphasis original.

10. ,Graham Stanton, ‘The Origin and Purpose of Matthew’s Gospel: Matthean 
Scholarship from 1945 to 1980’, ANRW II 25.3 (Berlin 1984), 1923.

11.  Garbe, Der Hirte Israels, 131 n. 289; cf. 130.



his narrative of Jesus.  The narrative culminates in Jesus’ reception of ‘all authority’, 

together with the entrance of the narrative into the lives of readers who hear and 

respond to this message.  Similarly, the Great Commission (28:16–20) is a resolution or 

summation of the primary theological themes of Matthew’s Gospel.

Now if both the genealogy and the Great Commission function as compendiums 

of Matthean theology, one should expect that the specific interpretation of the 

genealogy on offer in previous chapters could be relevant for the interpretation of the 

conclusion of the Gospel.  Composition criticism highlights the importance of the 

relationship between a text’s beginning and ending and suggests that such a relationship 

is a worthwhile investigation.12  Strangely, few scholars have attempted to correlate 

detailed study of the genealogy with the conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel, beyond 

relatively common, though by no means universally accepted, references to the 

inclusion of the Gentiles and the promises to Abraham in both beginning and end.  The 

present interpretation attempts to provide a tenable explanation of the correlation 

between the genealogical beginning and commissioning conclusion of Matthew, filling 

something of a lacuna in the scholarship in the process.  The present task is not an 

exhaustive investigation of the particulars of the final chapters of the gospel, nor even 

of Matthew’s final five verses, but an investigation to determine whether the 

interpretation of Matthew 1:1–17 on offer in previous chapters can find partial 

confirmation by demonstrating its utility in interpreting the conclusion of the Gospel.
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12. Polybius, Hist. 1.3.1–5; 1.5.1; 1.12.5; Dionysius of Halicarnassus, De 
Veterum Censura 11; 1 Chr 1–9 and 2 Chr 36:22–23, where the restoration-conducive 
genealogy retells Israel’s story in such a way that meshes well with Cyrus’s concluding 
commission.  Trible, Rhetorical Criticism, 102.  ‘The final scene in Mt 28,16–20 takes 
up and incorporates important aspects of Mt 1–2’, Mayordomo-Marín, Den Anfang 
hören, 328 n. 646 (my trans.), citing the general tendency in literature to bring the 
ending of a work into conversation with its beginning; Robert Funk, Poetics of Biblical 
Narrative (Sonoma: Polebridge, 1988), 60; Mikeal Parsons, ‘Reading a 
Beginning/Beginning a Reading: Tracing Literary Theory on Narrative Openings’, 
Semeia 52 (1990), 13.



Tying the Ending to the Beginning

In what way do Matthew’s final verses point to a satisfactory conclusion or ‘next 

chapter’ in Israel’s story, rehearsed in Matthew 1:1–17 from its origin in Abraham to its 

climax in Jesus?  In order to answer this question, consideration must first be given to 

the way in which Matthew intentionally correlates the beginning and end of his gospel, 

so that reader-hearers are led to expect a certain narrative and theological coherence 

between the opening and conclusion.  Such an interpretation should not be surprising in 

view of the general tendency in literature to ‘come full circle’; authors often bring the 

beginning and ending of texts into conversation with one another, as noted in the 

previous paragraph’s footnote. 

Although it is not noted as often as might be expected, the beginning and the 

ending of Matthew share an incredible number of theological, narrative and linguistic 

links.  Several scholars have offered brief lists of connections in monographs or 

commentaries.  However, no scholarly works have been dedicated to addressing the 

significance of such links, nor has an exhaustive list been presented.

Nolan cites ‘a certain kinship’ between the opening two and final three chapters.13   
Kingsbury notes the strong ‘theological affinity’ between Matthew 1–2 and 27–28.14   
Davies and Allison cite a handful of ‘echoes’ shared between 27:11–26 and 2:1–18, 
some of which are not strong; a general correspondence between 27:57–66 and the 
beginning of the gospel; and a ‘happy contrast between chapter 2 and 28:1ff.’15  Kupp 
mentions that the ‘conclusion to the story (27.51–28.20) is a careful summary and 
thorough evocation of its beginnings (Matt. 1–2).’16  Scholars holding to a five 
discourse structural outline sometimes note the narrative frames of the introduction 
(usually 1–4) and conclusion (27–28), yet tight correlation is rarely proposed, save for 
chiastic views now generally out of favour.17  Thompson notes that scholars who list 
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13. Nolan, Royal Son of God, 242.

14. J. D. Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure, Christology, Kingdom (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1975), 48.

15. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 594, 640, 656, 673.

16. Kupp, Matthew’s Emmanuel, 101.

17. C. H. Lohr, ‘Oral Techniques in the Gospel of Matthew’, CBQ 23 
(1961), 427; David D. Kupp, Matthew’s Emmanuel: Divine Presence and God’s People 
in the First Gospel (SNTSMS 90; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 101; 



such links cannot make them truly chiastic, and that even the most compelling cases in 
fact rely on links to rather vague themes such as the Messiahship and rejection of 
Jesus.18  Lohr sees the links between beginning and end as a sort of ‘inclusio’, a 
‘repetitive device for the elaboration of unifying themes.’19  Frankemölle notes a few 
parallel passages in chapters 1–2 and 28.  He sees links that are almost certainly not 
intended by Matthew.20  Brown discusses several possible links between Matthew 1–2 
and Matthew 27–28 and even allows the theme a place in his index.  He posits a 
repetition of Matthew’s five scenes in the birth narrative (1:18–2:23) in a ‘burial and 
resurrection’ recapitulation; both quintets alternate scenes (positive, negative, positive, 
negative and a final positive).  It is not at all clear that the burial is aligned structurally 
with the resurrection scenes (which should perhaps be titled ‘resurrection and 
conspiracy’ scenes) and not with the death scenes.21  Brown himself admits it is 
difficult to discern ‘where Matt draws the demarcation between the passion and the 
resurrection.’22  Luz goes a different direction with his outline by aligning the burial 
with the trial and the death scenes, thus rendering the whole of chapter 28 as a separate 
unit.  Yet he notes the difficulty in structuring the material this way:  ‘attaching the 
designated transitional verses and special sections to longer main sections is somewhat 
arbitrary.  It is especially difficult to decide where to place 26:30–35, 27:3–10, and 
27:57–61.’23   Malina urges that ‘the literary relationship between the beginning and the 
conclusion of the gospel ought to be delved into with a view to clarifying the author’s 
purpose.’24  His own attempt to answer this challenge is a chiasm between 28:16–20 
and the whole of chapters 1 and 2, which despite some points of interest seems forced; 
he must reach beyond the final five verses in order to produce an ‘angel of the Lord’ 
connection; many of the connections rely solely on frequently used verbs (for instance, 
‘Jesus comes,’ in 2:1 and 28:16).25 

It seems best to modify Malina’s desiderata, abandoning the quest for exact structural 
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Marianne Meye Thompson, ‘The Structure of Matthew’, SBT 12 (1982), 195–238; 
Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 60 n. 27, cite similar proposals, along with critiques 
and scepticism.

18. Thompson, ‘The Structure of Matthew’, 206–8.

19. Lohr, ‘Oral Techniques’, 408–10.

20. Hubert Frankemölle, Jahwebund und Kirche Christi: Studien zur Form- und 
Traditionsgeschichte des Evangeliums nach Matthäus (Neutestamentliche 
Abhandlugen 10; Münster: Aschendorff, 1974), 321–5.

21. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 656 n. 69.

22. Raymond Brown, The Death of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Passion 
Narratives of the Four Gospels.  Vol. 1, from Gethsemane to the Grave (New York: 
Doubleday, 1994), 38–9.

23. Luz, Matthew 21–28: A Commentary (Hermeneia; James Crouch, trans.; 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 299; cf. 524.

24. Malina, ‘Matt. xxviii.16–20’, 88.

25. Malina, ‘Matt. xxviii.16–20’, 99–100.



connections and focusing instead on thematic and theological connections.  Even if 

literary structure cannot unlock the significance of this phenomenon, the reader, 

especially if guided by the tenets of composition criticism, must still reckon with the 

beginning in light of the end and vice versa.  As Davies and Allison note, such 

repetition carries two functions; it proves to be aesthetically pleasing, and lays stress on 

Matthew’s particular theological emphases.26  These theological emphases are 

uncovered in the parallels between beginning and end noted as authors ‘move the reader 

backwards [and forwards again!]’, ‘breed a familiarity which enhances understanding’, 

and impart ‘importance’ by repetition.27

The following proposed links encourage reflection on the general sensation 

Matthew’s readers might experience, which does not appear to be an invitation to 

structural dissection.  Overlap appears in some instances, and some links benefit from 

ancillary knowledge from elsewhere in Matthew for maximum effect.28  Dividing the 

links into parallels and contrast, the proposed parallels include:

(1:1)  Triadic identity:  Abrahamic sonship, Davidic sonship, Messiah; Father, 

Son, Holy Spirit (28:19)29

(1:16) ‘Jesus who is called Messiah’, � Â  �  ù  ù  (27:17, 22)

(1:16–20; 2:11) Multiple references to ‘Mary’ (27:56, 27:61, 28:1)30
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26. See the concluding section of their comments on each pericope in chapters 
27–28; and Allison and Davies, Matthew 1–7, 60.

27. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 594; W. J. C. Weren, Matteüs 
(Belichting Van Het Bijbelboek; Brugge, 1994), 255.

28. For an important effort in this regard, see Allison, Studies in Matthew, 217–
35.

29. John Nolland, Matthew, 1269.  As noted elsewhere, triads are a Matthean 
favorite.  Several features bring these apparently disparate triads closer together: (1) 
Abraham and God are both ‘father’ in Matthew, one human, one divine; (2) there is a 
correlation of divine and Davidic sonship throughout Matthew, noted previously; (3) 
the role of the Holy Spirit is linked to Messianic identity and mission throughout 
Matthew (Matt 1:18–20; 3:11, 16; 4:1; 12:18, 28).

30. There is only one ‘Mary’ appearance between these passages, in Matt 13:55.



(1:18–20) Son and Holy Spirit are linked (28:19)31

(1:18–25, 2:13–15) A good man32 named Joseph takes care of Jesus (27:57–60)

(1:20, 2:12, 13, 19, 22) � e  appears only in Matthew of LXX and NT, and 

only in the beginning and the end of the book; in both instances the dreams target Jesus’ 

safety (27:19)

(1:20, 2:3) Fear when Jesus appears (28:4, 8)

(1:22–23, by narrator’s use of Scripture) Jesus is authoritatively announced as 

the divine presence with his people (28:20, by himself)

(2:1–8, 12–20) Plots are hatched by leader(s) in Jerusalem  (in/with Judah) 

Jewish leaders gather33 ( ù ) to a leader in Jerusalem to address a Jesus-crisis 

anticipated because of prophecy; in both instances they rely on military power and lies, 

and their plots are foiled by intervention from the angel of the Lord in fulfillment of 

prophecy (26:2–3, 27:15–26, 62–66; 28:12–15; cf. 12:40, 26:31–35, 27:63)

(2:2) Gentiles call Jesus ‘king of the Jews’ (27:11, 29, 37)

(2:4) False leaders of the Jews inquire about the ‘Christos’ (26:63)

(2:5–6) Jesus is identified as ‘shepherd’ in a citation from/allusion to the Book 

of the Twelve (26:31)

(2:5–6) Jesus’ beginning and end is prophesied in fulfillment citations, the only 

such fulfillment statements not spoken by the narrator (26:53–56)34

(2:8) Pretense of Jesus-worship by those intent on harming him (27:29)

(2:10) Those looking for Jesus find him and have À  ù  (28:8–9)
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31. Frankemölle, Jahwebund und Kirche Christi, 322–33, adds the Father for a 
Trinitarian reference in 1:18–25 and in Matt 28:19b.

32. ‘A righteous man’ (1:19); ‘a disciple of Jesus’ (27:57).

33. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 594, cite the parallel as simply a ‘plot 
to kill Jesus’, but some pages later (653) note the parallel language, then comment:  
‘One is reminded of 2.4, where the chief priests and scribes gather to Herod in the cause 
against Jesus.’

34. A theoretically possible but unlikely exception would be 1:22–23; Allison 
and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 574.



(2:11; cf. 2:2, 8) Jesus is worshipped by those directed to him who ‘see’ him, 

� ù  and ù  (28:8, 16–17)35 

(2:12) Gentiles are warned in a dream to avoid participating in violence against 

Jesus (27:19)36

(2:13) � ù  (27:20)

(2:16) ù  � ù  introduces a response to news about Jesus which the hearer 

seeks to reverse (27:3)37

(2:17–18) Matthew’s only prophecies ascribed to Jeremiah are fulfilled38; both 

involve passive fulfillment of Scripture as Jesus’ enemies seek to destroy him and are 

the only formula citations beginning with ù  (27:9–10)39

(2:20–23; 2:15, 23) Jesus returns to Galilee after his departure in fulfillment of 

prophecy (28:7, 10, 16; 26:32)

(2:22–23) Jesus identified as a Galilean-Nazarene; Peter’s accuser ‘provides a 

literal fulfillment of the [prophecy] of 2:23, “He shall be called a Nazorean”’40 (26:69–

71)

(1–2) Jesus’ kingship, authority and divine warrant persist despite political and 

military hostility (27–28, esp. 27:11, 29, 37; 28:18–20)
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35. If Allison is correct on the identity of ‘The Magi’s Angel (Matt 2:2, 9-10)’, 
these passages are brought even closer together, as angels direct those who see and 
worship in both instances; Allison, Studies in Matthew, 17–41.

36. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 594.  

37. Nolland, Matthew, 1149, sees a possibly deliberate contrast 
(geographically?) between these two pericope, with � ù  and � ù  in 27:5 
and the same unique verb pairing in 2:22.

38. Nolland, Matthew, 1156.

39. Brown, Death of the Messiah, vol. 1, 648, 652, suggests that the desire to 
create such a link with Matt 2:17–18 could have contributed to the ascription of the 
passage to Jeremiah. 

40. Nolland, Matthew, 1139–41, noting a change from Mark’s Greek to 
accommodate the connection.



In addition to these parallels, one can see contrasts41 showing development between 

beginning and ending:

(1:1) ù  and ù  (28:20b)

(1:1, 6, 17, 20, 2:6) At his birth Jesus is labelled a ‘son of David’; at his death he is 

labelled ‘son of God’; both labels are royal in nature (26:63–64; 27:37–43, 54)42

(1:1, 2, 17) an allusion to Abraham’s global mission; fulfillment of the same (28:18–

20)

(1:19) Joseph is righteous; Jesus is righteous (27:19)43

(1:20, 24; 2:13, 19–23) The angel of the Lord appears and directs Jesus’ (natural, then 

spiritual, in light of the redefinition in Matt 12:46–50) family members (28:2, 7, 10)

(1:21) Jesus is announced as the one who will save his people ( ù ) from their sins, 

then his ‘blood is on our [the people’s, ù ] heads’; ‘he saved others’; (27:25, 42; cf. 

26:28)44

(2:2, 10) A bright star in the heavens heralds his arrival; darkness signals his 

departure; in both instances Gentiles respond (27:45–46, 54)45

(2:11) Gifts for the King of the Jews from Gentiles; Jewish leaders pay off 

soldiers (28:12–15)
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41. Note the ‘similarities’ and ‘contrasts’ in Matthew’s Transfiguration and 
Crucifixion scenes, Allison, Studies in Matthew, 228.

42. On the general link between divine and Davidic sonship, see F.-R. 
Prostmeier, ‘Der “Nachkomme Davids”: Deutungen und Bedeutung für die 
Christologie’, in J. Frühwald-König, ed., ‘Steht nicht geschrieben?’: Studien zur Bibel 
und ihrer Wirkungsgeschichte, (Regensburg: Pustet, 2001), 209.

43. Weren, Matteüs, 254.

44.  Luz thinks À  is exegetically significant, particularly in contrast to e , 
Luz, Matthew 1–7, 130, 136.

45. Brown, Death of the Messiah, vol. 1, 30, notes that phenomena in both 
passages ‘bring to faith Gentiles’.



(2:13–18) Jesus escapes and children die; Jesus dies and children have his blood 

on their heads (27:25; cf. 26:28)46

(2:13) Angelic salvation is employed; angelic salvation is refused (26:53)

(2:14) Jesus is stolen away by night by Joseph; Jesus is alleged to be stolen 

away at night, perhaps by Joseph (in 27:57–58 Joseph is labelled, perhaps in 

contrast to the eleven who abandon Jesus and the one who betrayed him, a 

disciple, 28:13)

(1–2) Herod focuses on a local fiefdom; Jesus rules over all (26:64; 28:18–20)

Precisely which of these, and in what form, were firmly in Matthew’s mind is 

not possible to establish.47  But the evidence above clearly shows Matthew intended to 

create some links by recapitulation and cross-referencing.  As a number of the above 

features are unique to Matthew, redaction criticism bolsters the claims of 

correspondence.  The reader is to interpret these two sections in light of one another, 

albeit mediated by the book-long narrative development of many of the shared themes.  

Threads flowing throughout Matthew’s narrative, such as opposition to Jesus (centred 

in Jerusalem) and deliverance from a ‘death sentence’ in Judea to Galilee, are drawn 

together.48  Matthew’s readers are not required simply ‘to exercise their scripturally 
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46. Richard Erickson, ‘Divine Injustice?  Matthew’s Narrative Strategy and the 
Slaughter of the Innocents (Matthew 2:13–23)’, JSNT 64 (1996), 5–27; Allison and 
Davies, Matthew 19–28, 594, find no positive reference to Jesus’ death for the present 
audience or their children, yet still see a parallel in the ‘suffering of Jewish children’ 
(2:16–18, 27:25).

47. For more speculative possibilities, see Brown, Death of the Messiah, vol. 
1, 59–60, in light of Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 109–17.  Readers throughout history 
(especially, but not limited to English speakers) have suggested that Matthew balances 
a virgin womb and the virgin tomb; Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 656.  Wim 
Weren attempts to expand the correlations through chapter four, but this extension adds 
little to the correspondence of beginning and ending; Weren, Matteüs, 253–5.

48. On geography as an important theme in Matthew with structural and 
narrative significance, see especially France, Matthew NICNT, 3–5.



informed imaginations and set the end of Jesus beside the end of Moses.’49  Rather, 

they are to exercise their imagination as informed by Matthew’s book, especially its 

beginning.  In particular both sections of Matthew stress the fulfillment of Scripture50 

and the culmination of Scripture’s story in the divine authorization of Jesus and his 

mission, and the establishment of Jesus as the Davidic king, not least as one now 

enthroned not just over Israel, but over all.

The preceding correspondences, when coupled with scholarly claims of the 

installation of Matthew’s theology in nuce in his opening and conclusion, suggest that 

one should be able to correlate an exegetically valid interpretation of the genealogy 

with the conclusion of the Gospel.  Matthew 1:1–17 should be interpreted not primarily 

in light of the remainder of the ‘infancy narrative’51, but in light of the whole gospel, 

and particularly the conclusion.  Similarly, the conclusion of the Gospel must be 

interpreted in light of the whole, and particularly the beginning.  In order to test the 

correspondence, it is necessary to examine the way in which the conclusion of the 

Gospel interacts with the ‘story of Israel’ Matthew summarises in the opening 

genealogy.

Scripture in Matthew 28:16–20 and the Conclusion of Israel’s Story

In an article on the use of Scripture in Matthew, Richard Hays cites and critiques 

Terence Donaldson:  ‘Matthew may have made some use of Danielic language, he did 

not intend his closing pericope to be a fulfillment. . . the Daniel passage was not a 

controlling factor in its construction. . . it is of no real help in discovering the 

theological core of the passage. . . No single OT passage has yet been found which 

provides a unifying principle for all features of 28.16–20.’  Hays responds:  ‘This 
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49. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 680.

50. Scholars regularly note the especially dense use of Scripture, particularly the 
concentration of fulfillment citations, in the opening and closing chapters.

51. An inaccurate title probably not representative of how Matthew wants 
readers to interact with his text.



passage, published almost twenty years ago, interestingly illustrates the distance our 

discipline has moved in the intervening time.  Methodologically, Donaldson is looking 

for a source that explains or controls the Matthean passage.  But an intertextual 

methodology asks the very different question of how Matthew is creatively 

reconfiguring the OT language, and what effects the reconfiguration achieves.’52  Hays 

is correct; one should not insist on an exclusive interpretation which necessarily rules 

out the influence of other texts or concepts, as Matthew fuses or blends quotations and 

allusions from multiple sources with relish, creating a ‘catena of allusions’.53  Yet the 

possibility of overlapping or multiple allusions still allows interpreters to engage the 

very real question:  Which texts from the Scriptures and the Gospel have influenced 

Matthew’s conclusion?

 That this is still an open question in the field is illustrated by the variety of 

options on offer in scholarly literature.54  These options include the following 

possibilities, which dominate investigation of the scriptural background to Matthew 

28:16–20:  (1) Daniel 755; (2) form-critical scholars sometimes propose links to ancient 

Jewish enthronement or proclamation scenes, ‘commissioning narratives’56 or 
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52. Hays, ‘Gospel of Matthew’, 186 n.  See similarly Peter Head, Christology 
and the Synoptic Problem (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1997), 141, who 
criticises the oft-taken disjunctive approach.

53. The description is from Davies and Allison, ‘Matt. 28:16–20: Texts Behind 
the Text’, RHPR 72 (1992), 89.

54. J. P. Meier, ‘Two Disputed Questions in Matt 28:16–20’, JBL 96 
(1977), 407.

55. Keener, Matthew, 716; Garland, Reading Matthew, 267; Davies, Setting, 
197–8; Gundry, Matthew, 595.  For scepticism, see Bauer, Structure of Matthew, 111–
2. 

56. See especially the Cyrus commission (2 Chr 36:22–23), which references 
God being with his people and the comprehensive earthly authority given to the 
commissioner; Frankemölle, Jahwebund und Kirche Christi, 321–5; Malina and 
Rohrbaugh, Social Science Commentary, 24, and Malina, ‘Matt. xxviii.16–20’, 96, 
independently note the link that would be thus created between the beginning and 
ending of Matthew and Chronicles.



‘Gottesrede’57; (3) references to the fulfillment of the Abrahamic and Davidic 

covenants or to covenant renewal of a new sort58; and (4) Mosaic imagery.59  In all 

likelihood several of these influences could be affirmed.  Davies and Allison insist on 

not merely accounting for Matthew’s Gospel, but for Israel’s story in ‘texts behind the 

text’ as well.  Interpreters must account for the way in which Matthew himself is 

employing Israel’s story, with the elevation of Jesus as restoring king at the conclusion 

of Israel’s story.  More broadly, then, there is a fifth and final element from Israel’s 

story in this passage.  Matthew is not just ‘underlining continuity with Israel’s sacred 

history’, but providing his own conclusion to that pre-history.60 

Ulrich Luz

According to Luz, the text possesses ‘considerable resonance with motifs of earlier key 

christological texts’; here as elsewhere ‘Matthew’s narrative christology goes beyond 

the christology of the titles.’61  Both of these observations are invaluable, and surely 

invite the reader to probe opportunsistically to see in what way specific echoes of 

previous material might inform the passage’s christology, even in the absence of 

explicit titles.  On questions such as the genre of Matthew 28:16–20, Luz prefers to rely 

on a ‘broad biblical tradition’ and the breadth of the Gospel itself.  According to Luz, 
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57. Or ‘Offenbarungsrede’; Wolfgang Trilling, Das Wahre Israel: Studien zur 
Theologie des Matthäus-Evangeliums (SANT 10; München: Kösel, 1964), 48.

58. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 687; France, Matthew NICNT, 1113–4; 
Malina, ‘Matt. xxviii.16–20’, p. 100; H. Milton, ‘The Structure of the Prologue to St. 
Matthew’s Gospel’, JBL 81 (1962), 175–81.

59. Allison and Davies, Matthew 19–28, 679–80 and Allison, The New Moses: 
A Matthean Typology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 262–6.

60. Davies and Allison, ‘Matt. 28:16–20’, 97.

61. Luz, Studies in Matthew, 96.  See similarly Riches, Matthew (NTG; 
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 102–3:  Matthew ‘develops his views 
about Jesus’ person and relationship to God by weaving titles and motifs from his 
tradition into a rich narrative.  Focusing on the titles is one way to see what Matthew is 
attempting, but it needs at least to be supplemented by a consideration of the narrative 
setting of the titles and their interaction with other motifs.’



‘All of the basic theological statements of the Gospel of Matthew seem to be gathered 

up in these forty words at the end of the Gospel.’62 

 But Luz’s actual analysis of this gathering up leads to the downplaying or the 

eclipse of vital christological elements in the Gospel.  He sees 1:23 and 28:20 as the 

basic theological and christological bookends for the Gospel, and he speaks of ‘the 

fundamental inclusiveness of Matt. 1:23–28:20, determining Matthew’s narrative 

christology.’63  This view contributes to his rejection of Stuhlmacher’s articulation of 

28:16–20 as a sort of eschatological ingathering; he also rejects any Mosaic or ‘new 

Moses’ christology.64  Moreover, the ‘son of David’ theme is ‘limited in scope’ in 

Matthew’s Gospel and ‘absent’ from the ‘christological climax’ of the final three 

chapters.65  This belief is borne out in the lack of attention in his commentary on 

Matthew 28 to Davidic christological aspects.  The sole christological aspect to which 

Luz really gives emphasis is the theme of the relationship between Jesus and God.  The 

constituent parts of this theme include God (the Father) with Jesus (his Son), via the 

Trinitarian-like expression, the promise of divine presence, the divine passive (edoth ) 

and its significance for the divine approval of Jesus and God’s action for his people.  

These themes are of course reflected in Matthew 1:18–25.66

But against Luz, a framework relying on Matthew 1:23 as a bookend overlooks 

Matthew’s initial christological framework:  a royal, Davidic genealogy!  Contrast 

Nolan’s colorful description of Matthew’s interpretation of Jesus and his Scriptures, 
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62. Luz, Matthew 21–28, 620–1.

63. Luz, Studies in Matthew, 84.

64. Luz, Matthew 21–28, 619–20, pace Allison, France, Hubbard, and Davies 
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taking account of the genealogy:  ‘royalist faith as a hermeneutic key’.67  In light of the 

emphasis on Davidic kingship, so strongly established in the genealogy and celebrated 

throughout the text, there is no warrant for excluding the title ‘Christ’ (so strongly 

correlated with Davidic sonship already in the genealogy), used only as a name in Luz 

and only as a title in Matthew, from detailed consideration in evaluating Matthew’s 

christological conclusion.  This title is wedded to Davidic and divine sonship (which 

are in turn wedded to one another in ways reflecting the Scriptural and Greco-Roman 

use of divine sonship for royalty) throughout Matthew, and carries great significance, 

regardless of how one construes the provenance of the Gospel and the character of 

Matthew’s community.  If the community wishes to hold to Israel’s history and her 

promised kingdom, they must anchor their claims in more specific salvation historical 

elements than Jesus as ‘the new and definitive form in which God is present with his 

people.’68   Luz overlooks the fact that the beginning and (it will be shown below) the 

ending of the Gospel reflect the belief that the divine presence appears precisely in the 

Davidic Christ and his kingship.  Matthew has not established this aspect of christology 

so strongly in the beginning only for readers to forget Jesus’ fundamentally Davidic 

identity.

Restoration Theology and the Missions in Matthew

An altogether different emphasis, revolving around the restoration of Israel and its 

implications for the Gentiles, has been suggested in several ways by several scholars, 

including Alex von Dobbeler, Stuhlmacher, and Chae.  Von Dobbeler rightly stresses 

that in Matthew’s Sendungen passages (chapters 10 and 28:16–20), questions of 

community identity are at stake.69  One can go further, as Dobbeler implicitly does, and 
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insist that questions of ecclesiology are correlated to christology in 10 and 28 and 

throughout the Gospel.  His community does not merely need to see God on their side 

through Jesus.  Rather, they desire to claim Israel’s story of promised restoration under 

Davidic kingship and all that entails, for the mission of ‘die Restitution des Volkes’ in 

chapter 28 is dependent on the ‘restoration of Israel’.70  No doubt there are many ways 

of addressing the question, ‘How do we explain the joining of the nations [to] the 

restored Israel?’71  Von Dobbeler is correct in noting that, while the two missions are in 

some respects linked by Jewish restoration expectations, the two missions are in fact 

two distinct tasks.72  What sort of restoration paradigm best accounts for these two 

missions?

Stuhlmacher brings the conclusion of the Gospel into conversation with 

Matthew’s earlier depiction of Jesus as shepherd and the Scripture-infused drama, 

derived largely from Zechariah, over lost sheep and their need for restoration.  He finds 

a ‘restoration’ emphasis via the message of eschatological ingathering in Matthew 

28:16–20.  This emphasis is contested by Luz, who finds the allusions too weak and 

implausible.  Luz thinks the biblical background of this text remains relatively general, 

preferring an emphasis on ‘the macro-text’ of Matthew’s Gospel with a touch of Daniel 

7, and not ‘primarily in the light of Old Testament texts and traditions.’73  Luz requires 

 261 

  

———————————

(2000), 20–1.

70. Dobbeler, ‘Die Restitution Israels’, 41–4.
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shepherd tradition in, e.g., Ezek 34–37.
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Florian Wilk, Jesus und die Völker in der Sicht der Synoptiker (BZNW 109; Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2002).

73. Luz, ‘Has Matthew Abandoned the Jews?  A Response to Hans Kvalbein 
and Peter Stuhlmacher concerning Matt 28:16–20’, in The Mission of the Early Church 
to Jews and Gentiles, 66–7.



more compelling evidence than that adduced by Stuhlmacher.  The present chapter aims 

to accomplish part of this task.

A similar emphasis on restoration is advanced by Young Chae, taking up the 

concept of Jesus as Shepherd offered by Stuhlmacher and rejected by Luz.  In his quest 

to find a unity between the ‘seemingly contradictory directions’ in Matthew 10 and 28, 

Chae explores the possibility that restoration theology provides the answer.  He doubts 

that the most commonly cited christological elements of the Great Commission control 

Matthew’s commissions:  ‘To answer the question of missiology in Matt 28:16–20 is to 

answer the question of christology in that pericope:  What christology would be able to 

embrace these seemingly opposing aspects of the commission[s in chapters 10 and 

28]?’  He draws on Stuhlmacher’s use of the shepherd motif from earlier in Matthew in 

28:16–20, but against Stuhlmacher’s emphasis on restoration concepts derived from 

Daniel and the Divine Shepherd of texts such as Psalm 80 as the source of the 

‘eschatological restoration of Greater Israel’, Chae finds a more specific referent:

In short, the christology of Matt 28:16–20 is located somewhere in between 
Israel’s eschatological Shepherd (for the lost sheep of the house of Israel; Matt 
10:1–6) and the futuristic Son of Man (the triumphant futuristic reign over all; 
Dan 7, 12).  We propose that the essential link between these two figures, 
conspicuously missing in Stuhlmacher’s proposal, is none other than the 
Davidic Shepherd-Appointee, the Prince, and the Teacher (cf. Matt 2:6).  The 
tradition behind Matt 28:16–20 is likely Ezekiel’s vision along with Micah 2–5, 
via Zechariah 9–14 in Matthew’s passion narrative (cf. Matt 26:31–32), namely, 
the Davidic Shepherd tradition, rather than Psalm 80 and Daniel 12.74

Chae goes on to cite the motifs of ‘divine presence’ in Ezekiel 37 and ‘teaching’ and 

law-keeping in Ezekiel 34 and 37, which also correlate with Matthew 28:19–20.

 Stuhlmacher is not entirely successful at bringing a divine shepherd motif into 

the picture.  Chae’s interest in finding a Davidic shepherd has an advantage (though 

Chae, too, will elsewhere look for a divine emphasis), not least because of the way in 

which this concept corresponds with the significant Matthean data on the human 

Davidic shepherd of Israel’s restoration.  However, one can go further in finding a 
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textual basis for ‘Jesus-as-Davidic-shepherd’, and in a way that avoids undue reliance 

on some of Chae’s less convincing references.75  Chae’s solution to the problem of 

disparate missions is that Israel’s restoration is on view as Jesus is presented as the 

Davidic shepherd ruling over all twelve tribes (in Ezek 37:15–24 and elsewhere).  He 

attempts to add a reference to shepherding rule over the nations from a similar text 

(37:28 LXX) and the universalization of the shepherding rule in the reception of the 

Davidic shepherd tradition in the Animal Apocalypse (1 En. 90:17–18) and Psalms of 

Solomon 17–18.  However, he does not account for the reason why Matthew might be 

comfortable having eleven disciples representing twelve tribes of Israel.

 Nor is this Chae’s problem alone.  As noted elsewhere, Luz’s work and that of 

Schnabel and Powell suggest a tendency to see ‘people’ and ‘brothers’ as Matthew’s 

language for the mixed covenant community, a conclusion critiqued in the previous 

chapter.  Scholars concerned with Matthew’s ‘community’ audience see ‘brothers’ in 

Matthew 28:10 as a reference to the community to whom Matthew writes, a perspective 

at odds with the present composition-sensitive approach, which focuses on the 

document at hand.76  Matthean scholars tend to see ‘the eleven’ disciples as a straight 

cipher for ‘the twelve’ and restoration of Israel’s twelve tribes (cf. Matt 19:28), or as an 

indicator of the ongoing mission to Israel.77   ‘Dabei sind die Zahlen “zwölf” und “elf” 

ohne Zweifel symbolisch zu verstehen; das zeigt sich schon daran, daß mit Judas “einer 

der Zwölf” infolge seines Verrates an Jesus und seines anschließenden Selbstmordes als 

“Israel-missionar” faktisch ausfällt.  Symbolisch aber deuten die Zahlen auf die je 

andere Eigenart und Ausrichtung der beiden Sendungen hin.’78  Garbe holds on to an 

 263 

  

———————————

75. The relevance of Ezek 34–37 for Matthew’s portrait of Jesus is interesting, 
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emphasis on ‘twelve’ and restoration even in light of the repeated mention of ‘eleven’ 

in Matthew 28.79

 These observations are missing a minor but crucial aspect of the text:  there are 

in fact ‘twelve’ who are present in the conclusion of the Gospel, and this number may 

be a clue capable of clarifying both Chae’s Davidic restoration, the numerical 

conundrum of having ‘eleven’ represent ‘twelve’, and the relationship between the 

beginning and the ending of the Gospel.

Matthew 1:1–17 and 28:16–20 in tandem

By repeatedly citing ‘eleven’ disciples in the conclusion, Matthew is probably 

referencing the arrangement to which he alluded in Matthew 1:2, that Judah would rule 

over his [eleven] brothers and receive their worship.  A more precise referent for Jesus’ 

relationship to the nations may also be found via the genealogy and the promises of 

Genesis 49:  the Gentiles will become praiseworthy and righteous by obeying the son of 

Judah and David.  In his discussion of the conclusion of Matthew, Brian Nolan notes 

that ‘the homage of 28:17 preceding the universal rule of the Risen One in verses 18b–

20a accords with the messianic privilege of Judah in Genesis 49:8–12 to receive the 

obeisance of his brothers, and to be the � ù  (compare Matthew 2:6) whom the 

nations await.  The Davidic colouring of the Gospel’s final verses is discreet, not to say 

disputable.’  Nolan believes this allusion is ‘quite credible’, not least because of the 

‘thronging royal allusions of the preceding chapters.’80  Apart from these two sentences, 

which I have not found cited in the literature, I have been unable to find in the scholarly 

literature on Matthew any statement of a correlation between Genesis 49 and Matthew 

28, perhaps in no small part thanks to the scant attention paid to the significance of 

Jesus’ ongoing status as Davidic, royal Messiah for the interpretation of the final 
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pericope.  Unfortunately, Nolan does not connect these observations to the particulars 

of the genealogy or the earlier chapters in Matthew, apart from the mention of Matthew 

2:6.

Do the expectations expressed in Genesis 49:8–11, recalled in Matthew’s 

genealogical rendering of Israel’s history, find their culmination in 28:16–20?  The 

following four points, inspired by the present interpretation of the genealogy, suggest 

that this is the case, and could be added to the list of points of congruence between 

‘beginning and ending’ cited above.  

Self-Sacrifice Proves the Worthiness of the King of Israel

First, it is important to draw one crucial point from the context of the conclusion.  

Crucially, as noted in a previous chapter, the sacrifice of Judah (and Jechoniah) for the 

sake of his brothers in the biblical background of Matthew 1:2 justifies the future reign 

of Judah’s son over his brothers.  The willing (Matt 26:34–44) sacrifice of Jesus for the 

sake of others (1:21, 26:26–28) fits the mold established by Judah, whose 

transformation into a righteous, self-sacrificial individual merited a rise to kingship 

over his brothers; and (arguably) modelled by Jechoniah, as described in Josephus, 

descriptions given added credence by Jechoniah’s portrait in the Hebrew Scriptures and 

rabbinic literature.  The near context of Matthew’s conclusion illustrates Jesus’ 

worthiness to reign over his ‘brothers’.

Eleven Brothers Worship the Royal Messiah, Their Brother

The emphasis on ‘his brothers’ in the genealogy is recapitulated when Jesus identifies 

the eleven disciples as ‘my brothers’ in 28:10.  These ‘eleven’ brothers ‘worship him’ 

in 28:17:  À � ù  � À  ù ; compare Genesis 49:8b LXX:  

ù ù   � � À Â  ù  .  Elsewhere in Matthew Jesus emphasizes 

that he and his disciples are sons (‘children’, NRSV; Matt 5:9, 44–45; 8:14, 35; 23:9; 

and many other places) of Jesus’ father; Jesus identifies God as ‘my father’ fifteen 

times in Matthew.  It is precisely eleven who are said to worship him (28:16), to which 
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one might compare the way in which Genesis 37:9–10 and 49:28 provide a numerical 

base for 49:8:  Judah will have eleven brothers worship him.  Jesus’ abiding presence is 

not just ‘God with us’, as Luz stresses.  It is the human presence of the twelfth brother, 

the king, who has been granted authority not only over Israel but over all things.

The Nations Obey Judah’s Son

The nations are to obey Jesus (28:19–20).  Genesis 49:10 has ‘the obedience of the 

peoples is his’ (NRSV).  The righteous and faithful Gentiles in the Old Testament who 

accented Matthew 1:1–17 point to the conclusion of the Messiah’s ministry not just for 

Israel (‘his brothers’), but for the nations.  Genesis 49 foretold the nations’ future 

obedience of Jesus.  Jesus’ significance for the nations alluded to in the genealogy is 

now repeated (albeit elevated and meshed with vocabulary from, inter alia, Dan 7) in 

such a way that it echoes the authority and victory depicted of Judah in Genesis 49:8–

11.81  Both the beginning and the ending of Matthew are ecclesiology just as they are 

concerned with christology.  Perhaps passages tap into one of the most popular 

messianic texts for early Jewish and Christian interpreters.

The Promises to Abraham and David Are Fulfilled

The universalizing promise to Abraham was proleptically fulfilled in Israel’s story 

through the inclusion of faithful Gentiles such as Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah (cf. the 

Magi, the centurion, the Queen of the South, the Ninevites and the Canaanite woman).  

However, the promise, which was largely stymied as Israel failed in her task as a light 

to the nations, is now finding fulfillment as members of all the nations of the world 

(Gen 12:1–3; 18:17–19; Matt 28:19; cf. 5:13–16; 12:18–21) are subdued and 
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transformed, becoming righteous and praiseworthy as they obey the royal son of Judah.  

Moreover, the problem of the exile is perhaps in some measure obviated, as a number 

of scholars have observed82, and Israel is gathered under their ‘brothers’ (disciples as 

under-shepherds, as in the first mission, 9:36–10:4) and their royal ‘brother’. The son of 

David and Judah, the royal Christ of Israel, claims authority over Israel and the whole 

earth, in fulfillment of the promises to David and Abraham.

Conclusion

On the present reading, these final verses in Matthew pick up a host of images, and 

especially look back to the genealogy.  Matthew 28:16–20 is at bottom a ‘Christological 

heap’, bringing together elements from Matthew, his Scriptures, and contemporaneous 

Jewish and Christian interpretation, and locating them all in Jesus.  The opening and 

closing chapters of Matthew mirror one another strongly, and the genealogy and the 

‘Great Commission’ in particular bookend one another.  Scholars have noted this 

relationship; many have explored the way in which 28:16–20 converses with Matthew 

and Israel’s Scriptures; and Chae and others have pointed out aspects of Davidic 

restoration in 28:16–20.  Yet there are two neglected aspects of this relationship 

explored in the present study.

 First, a fuller list of arguably intentional congruences and divergences between 

beginning and ending was compiled.  Secondly, the significance of the relationship 

between beginning and ending was clarified.  The genealogy draws on Israel’s story to 

allude to expectations for the Messianic restoration in Israel’s story.  The resolution of 

these expectations are then spelled out in Matthew 28:16–20.  This self-sacrificing son 

of Judah reigns over his brothers and the nations as Davidic king, and his eleven 

brothers worship him.  The promises to Abraham and David are fulfilled; the messianic 

end of exile has begun to be accomplished as the sons of Israel gather under the 

shepherding rule and care of Judah.  The royal vocation of self-sacrifice and service for 
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‘brothers’ embodied by Judah and Jechoniah is supremely fulfilled in the son of Judah 

who has just now laid down his life for his eleven brothers, his sheep.  The Son of 

Judah is elevated to his rightful place to receive the worship of his brothers and the 

obedience of the nations; Genesis 49, the genealogy and the conclusion of the Gospel 

work in tandem.  

 Matthew’s genealogy as a summary of Israel’s story sets the stage for readers to 

appreciate not only Israel’s story up to Jesus, but the great culmination of this story in 

light of the expectations in Israel’s Scriptures and in light of the ministry, death, 

resurrection and elevation of the Messiah.  The explanatory power of the present 

interpretation of the genealogy for the remainder of Matthew’s Gospel goes some way 

to proving the reasonableness of the solutions offered for the two great questions of the 

genealogy. 
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CHAPTER 9

CONCLUSION:  SUMMARY, CONTRIBUTION, AND POINTS FOR FURTHER 
RESEARCH

Summary

In the present work I have taken up two questions not previously settled in Matthean 

studies.  First, why does Matthew append ‘and his brothers’ to Judah and Jechoniah in 

1:2 and 1:11?  Secondly, why does Matthew include the following four annotations in 

1:3–6:  ‘and Zerah by Tamar’, ‘by Rahab’, ‘by Ruth’, and ‘by the [wife] of Uriah’? 

Summary of the Genealogy’s Compositional Categories

The first chapter addressed the compositional category of biblical genealogies, 

illustrating the oft-overlooked way in which biblical genealogies carry a narrative 

function.  This neglect of narrative leads to a failure to appreciate the interdependence 

of genealogical legitimation (of a character or people; of a trait, possession or vocation) 

and the narrative function of genealogies in current scholarly literature.  In this chapter I 

also pick up the category of ‘annotated genealogy’ from Nolland, who notes the 

narrative significance of such additions.  Matthew’s genealogical summary of Israel’s 

story culminates in Jesus as Davidic king.  He employs annotations so as to fill out the 

genealogical story of Israel, highlighting ‘election, kingship, sin, exile, and messianic 

(salvation)’ in order to showcase the mission or vocation of the Messiah.1  Nolland’s 

thesis on the narrative significance of annotations suggests that all the annotations, not 

just those which are part of the structure, play a key role in determining the story’s 

significance for the vocation of the genealogy’s subject, Jesus.  Such an assertion 

encourages a composition critical concern to investigate significant literary aspects of a 
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text.   In the review of the functions of biblical genealogies, it was observed that 

legitimation frequently plays a role and may well rely on Israel’s story to do so.  Thus it 

would not be surprising if the annotations drawing out Israel’s story point to the nature 

of Jesus’ vocation.  One should expect, therefore, that all the annotations in 1:2, 11, and 

1:3–6 play a role in applying the story of Israel in the genealogy to Jesus and his 

mission.

It was also noted in the second chapter that scholars frequently observe that 

Matthew is summarising or briefly narrating Israel’s story in the genealogy.  In the third 

chapter, this observation led to consideration of a second compositional category which 

is largely overlooked by scholars:  story summaries, particularly Summaries of Israel’s 

Story (SIS) in early Jewish and Christian literature.  The genealogy has not previously 

been compared to such summaries, nor has it been included in previous compilations of 

summaries.  The nature of this compositional category was clarified and a fuller list of 

SIS in early Judaism and Christianity was assembled than previously available.  This 

investigation led to several observations which may calibrate expectations for the 

interpretation of an SIS such as Matthew 1:1–17.  These expectations will be revisited 

below in light of the interpretation of the genealogy’s details in the second part of the 

thesis.

Summary of the Details of the Genealogy

The second part of the research explains the annotations in the genealogy as 

applications of Israel’s story to the subject of the genealogy and his messianic vocation.  

The two questions at the heart of the thesis, namely, the significance of the annotations 

‘Judah and his brothers’ (1:2) and ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ (1:11) and the four 

characters usually taken to be ‘women’ (1:3–6), are addressed in the first three chapters 

in this section.  A new interpretation of ‘and his brothers’ was presented.  On a simple 

reading, though not one taken by most scholars, Matthew is noting that Judah is to rule 

over his brothers.  Digging more deeply into ancient literature, it was discovered that 

self-sacrificial redemptive activity for the sake of others is ascribed to the respective 
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royal figures (Judah and Jechoniah).  The crucial testamentary prophecy in Genesis 

49:8–10, famous in early Jewish and Christian interpretation as a messianic text, 

represents the culmination of Judah’s transformed relationship with his brothers in the 

Judah-Joseph narrative as he proved himself through sacrificial self-extension for the 

salvation of his family.  In subsequent literature descriptions of the relationship 

between Judah and his brothers follow Genesis by featuring his rule over his brothers 

and his sacrificial leadership for their sake.  Therefore the mention of Judah’s brothers 

is best interpreted as stressing the expectation that a sacrificial king from Judah’s line 

would rule over them.  In a similar fashion, Jechoniah sacrificially offers himself to 

Babylon in an attempt to save Jerusalem from destruction, an act for which he received 

high praise in Judaism.  Like Judah he is transformed from a wicked, cursed character 

into a worthy, royal figure.  His fortunes began to change accordingly (2 Kgs 25:27–30; 

Jer 52:31–34), and his sacrifice establishes him as a forerunner of the Messiah.  This 

positive approach to Jechoniah, although popular in Josephus and later Jewish 

literature, has never previously been considered by interpreters of the genealogy, but 

provides support for the present thesis.2

The fifth and sixth chapters showed in detail that none of the usual 

interpretations of the women in the genealogy can be found, despite the massive 

amount of attention given to the question by scholars.  This state of scholarship has 

even led to recent proposals that the women are not present for any single reason.  In 

response to this lacuna an alternative proposal, present only in a handful of scholars and 

remarkably overlooked in the literature, was advanced.  Matthew highlights not four 

women, but four righteous or praiseworthy Gentiles in the genealogy of Jesus, by 

naming Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah (1:3–6).  This interpretation fits well with 

Matthew’s use of Gentiles, and with the result of the vocation of Israel and her Messiah 
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in Matthew’s conclusion (Matt 28:16–20):  the nations become righteous and faithful 

through submission and obedience to Judah’s royal son.

The subsequent chapter shows how this interpretation is supported, or at least 

not contradicted, by any of the genealogy’s remaining details.  The emphasis on Jesus 

as the royal Davidic Messiah (1:1, 6, 16, 17; especially clear in NRSV and TNIV), a 

probable allusion to the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promises (1:1, 2, 17), and a 

possible reference to Jesus as the solution to the problem of exile (1:11, 17) are all 

consistent with the interpretations of the previous three chapters.  The blessing of all 

nations, a vocation initially given to Abraham and his seed and subsequently shared by 

Israel, is fulfilled through Jesus, the Davidic king who works the restoration of Israel 

and then the world.

Various insights on the other annotations are presented with varying degrees of 

confidence in their value, since it is difficult to achieve certainty in matters such as the 

numerical and orthographic aspects of the genealogy.  But it is possible to assert that 

each annotation and the allusions facilitated by numerical and orthographic creativity 

add an ingredient from Israel’s history to accent the picture of Davidic messianic 

restoration.  It is possible to assert that the genealogy draws from Israel’s story to shed 

light on Jesus’ two-fold messianic vocation:  Israel’s restoration and the transformation 

of the nations.  Despite the disastrous conclusion of Israel’s earlier royal history, from 

Matthew’s point of view, the promises to Abraham and David are finding fulfillment in 

the effects of Jesus’ ministry.  As the Davidic king anticipated by the promises to Judah 

and David and the way in which Judah and Jechoniah sacrificially served their 

‘brothers’, Jesus will be God’s agent in effecting Israel’s restoration.  In his role as 

Davidic king, Jesus will correct the current disrepair between Israel and the world, so 

that Israel will begin to complete the story originating in Abraham, the ‘blessing’ of the 

nations via their transformation into those who submit in righteousness and faithfulness 

to the God of Israel and his Davidic king.

Investigation of the compositional categories in the first part of the thesis led to 

the expectation of certain features from Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.  In each 
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instance, the present interpretation of the genealogy matches the expectations created by 

the analysis of the relevant compositional categories.  An interpretation of the 

annotations capable of meshing with Davidic kingship and clarifying the genealogical 

story of Israel as fulfilled in Jesus is an encouraging sign that there is a solution to the 

‘secret[s] of the genealogy’.3  Current trends in scholarship hold that the details of the 

genealogy are ‘unique’, or should be interpreted with respect to the way in which they 

are ‘different’ from one another.4  Similarly, the two mentions of ‘brothers’ (Matt 1:2 

and 1:11) are almost never aligned by interpreters.  Against these trends, the emphasis 

in SIS on links between characters and events supports the present consistent approach, 

so that the four Gentiles (not ‘four women’) point together to the Messiah’s 

significance in bringing about the appropriate conclusion for Israel’s story, and Judah 

and Jechoniah together relay the significance of Jesus’s messianic, restorative, 

sacrificial service for the sake of his brothers.  Another trait usually shared by SIS is the 

pursuit of an appropriate culmination to Israel’s story adumbrated through the details of 

an SIS, as is the case with the annotations in the Chronicler’s genealogies.  Matthew 

similarly intends for readers to perceive Jesus as the Messiah who resolves Israel’s 

story in a fitting way, so that the annotations adumbrate his vocation of restoration, 

rather than pointing merely to (say) Mary’s marital or natal circumstances or the 

manner of Jesus’ conception and birth.  This emphasis on vocation coheres with the 

function of biblical genealogies, wherein legitimation is often supported by a narrative 

genealogical emphasis.

One can contrast this focused, unified approach to SIS and the annotations with 

a less specific emphasis on providence preferred by Raymond Brown and the less 

unified approach taken by John Nolland, in their extensive work on Matthew 1:1–17.5  

The practice of making characters and events in SIS useful for paraenesis and 
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adumbration, particularly those SIS making use of characters, is mirrored in Matthew’s 

use of characters as models, with the Gentiles representing the intended transformation 

of the nations and Judah and Jechoniah the appropriate servant-leadership of God’s 

people.6   The resulting message for Matthew’s readers suggests that Jesus’ genealogy 

thus shares the persistent trend in SIS of making Scripture applicable for contemporary 

audiences.

Finally, it was noted that the most relevant SIS for interpreting Matthew are 

Chronicles and the early Christian SIS, his chief source and SIS compositions from his 

ideological milieu, respectively.  These SIS emphasize messianic-Davidic restoration 

and thus support the interpretation of ‘Judah and his brothers’ (1:2; cf. 1:11) as a 

reference to the restoration of Israel under Judah’s rule expected at the culmination of 

Israel’s story.  Positive emphasis on Gentiles in the same group of texts buttresses the 

argument that Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah are named precisely because they are 

praiseworthy Gentiles; Rahab makes an appearance in SIS in Hebrews 11 and 1 

Clement 12 for the same reason.

The interpretation in these chapters on the genealogy’s particulars meets the 

various expectations established in the opening chapters on compositional categories.  

While such observations do not function as proof that Matthew has been correctly 

interpreted, they provide support for the possibility that such emphases are found in the 

genealogy of Jesus.  Finally, composition criticism and the contextual nature of SIS 

encourages readers of Matthew to consider how the interpretation of the larger literary 

composition supports an interpretation of the genealogy.  This observation and the 

importance of beginnings and endings in ancient compositions, noted by Muilenberg, 

influence the decision in the present work to investigate the genealogy in light of the 

Gospel, particularly its conclusion.7 
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6. In Genette’s wording, the allusions are both analeptic and proleptic.

7. Muilenburg, ‘Form Criticism and Beyond’, 9–10.



Summary of the Genealogy and the Gospel

Thus one final compositional element warranted consideration.  A full analysis of the 

relationship between the genealogy and the Gospel was not possible in the current 

work.  Therefore, in a final chapter the relationship between the opening and closing 

passages of the Gospel was explored.  From a composition critical perspective, the 

relationship between these two crucial, lodestar texts functions as a useful barometer 

for determining whether the present interpretation might cohere with Matthew’s 

composition as a whole.  A number of congruences and divergences in the opening and 

closing chapters of Matthew were presented, showing that Matthew seems to exhort 

interpreters to use the beginning of the Gospel to interpret the conclusion (and vice 

versa).

 After laying down his life in service to his brothers, Jesus meets his ‘eleven’ 

(28:16) ‘brothers’ (28:10) in the conclusion of the Gospel.  The presence of eleven 

brothers in the conclusion might remind careful readers of ‘Judah and his [eleven] 

brothers’ (1:2) who were to worship Judah and over whom he would rule (Gen 49:8, 

10) after he placed his life on the line for their benefit.  Such correspondence arguably 

brings the genealogy, the Great Commission and the expectations created by Genesis 

49:8–10 into conversation with one another.

 The universal mission of these brothers to create obedient Gentiles (Matt 28:18–

20) should remind readers of the presence of righteous and faithful Gentiles in Israel’s 

story (Matt 1:3–6) and throughout Matthew.  The genealogy’s righteous Gentiles join 

the magi, the centurion, the Queen of the South, the Ninevites and the Canaanite 

woman in adumbrating Israel’s world-changing vocation (5:13–16).  Her story 

culminates with the restoring rule of the Davidic Messiah, whose work will impact the 

Gentiles who ‘wait’ for him and his ‘justice’ (Matt 12:18–21).  Jesus’ vocation relates 

to Israel’s vocation and that of her leaders and institutions in a ‘greater than’ fashion 
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throughout Matthew (10:15; 11:9–15, 20–24; 12:6, 41, 42; 21:33–46; 23:15).8  His 

ministry carries significance for his ‘brothers’ Israel, then for the nations (1:21; 9:35–

10:7; 15:21–28; 19:28 juxtaposed with 28:10, 16–20 and 8:5–13).  More precisely, 

Israel’s king begins to receive the obedience of the nations in fulfillment of Genesis 

49:8–10.  This interpretation fits with the move in recent scholarship to distinguish 

between two aspects of messianic restoration, that for Israel, and a subsequent 

restoration for the nations.

 These observations clarify the relationship between the genealogy and the 

Gospel’s concluding passage, and provide additional evidence that the interpretation of 

the genealogy is correct. 

Contributions

In this research solutions were presented for the two questions at the beginning of the 

text.  The view neglected by almost all Matthean scholarship, that four praiseworthy 

Gentiles (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah) receive focus in the genealogy rather than 

four women, was articulated and improved and shorn of previous weaknesses.  It was 

shown that this interpretation worked in concert with the remainder of the genealogy, 

with Matthew’s conclusion.  Its status as an SIS supported the belief that the four 

annotations should be taken as a unit, rather than interpreted without a common 

denominator as one current interpretive trend would do.  An altogether new 

interpretation for ‘Judah and his brothers’ and ‘Jechoniah and his brothers’ was 

developed, by examining previous interpretations focusing on the elevation of Judah to 

kingship over his brothers, and through consideration of previously overlooked 

evidence from the Scriptures and Jewish interpretation.  It was shown that the two 

annotations in Matthew 1:2, 11 point to the rule of a king in Judah’s line over Israel, 

‘his brothers’, and further point to self-sacrifice for the benefit of others as a critical 

facet of ideal Davidic rule adumbrated by Jesus’ ancestors.
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8. Others might add allusions signifying a ‘greater than Moses’ theme.



These two answers to the initial questions showed that, for Matthew, the 

genealogical Summary of Israel’s Story employs Israel’s story to shed biblical light on 

the messianic vocation being legitimated.  In each instance these two minority positions 

proved to be strongly compatible with interpretations of characters from Matthew’s 

milieu, with other components of the genealogy, and with the lodestar passage of 

Matthew 28:16–20.  An emphasis on Davidic kingship, Israel’s Abrahamic origins, and 

the turning point of exile and (perhaps) the inability of Israel to fully recover from this 

low point both point to a need for an appropriate conclusion to Israel’s story.  Matthew 

presents Jesus as the solution to the condition of Israel and the nations, and messianic 

culmination is the goal to which Israel’s story points.  This coherent approach to the 

genealogy’s particulars improved the state of scholarship.9

The research also broke fresh ground in other areas.  Weaknesses were exposed 

in the current state of scholarship on biblical genealogies, wherein the narrative 

functions of biblical genealogies and the way in which narrative functions interact with 

the oft-noted legitimating function of genealogies, are routinely overlooked.  Several 

contributions were made for the study of the compositional category of ‘Summaries of 

Israel’s Story’ (SIS).  The mere inclusion of Matthew’s genealogy in this compositional 

category; the creation of more precise criteria for SIS and clarification of its 

relationship to rewritten Bible; and a fuller list of passages fitting these criteria all 

advanced the state of scholarship.

Finally, a contribution was made in the exploration and clarification of the 

remarkable relationship between the beginning and the ending of Matthew’s Gospel.  

The fuller illustration of their congruence in the present work constitutes a contribution 
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9. Specifically, in contrast to Nolland’s explanation of the annotations as 
generally directing the readers’ attention to important aspects of Israel’s story, without 
detailed specificity on the nature, plot or culmination of that story; the emphasis on 
God’s providence in the circumstances of Jesus’ conception or birth, as found in Brown 
and many other interpreters; and the belief of Luz, that no one aspect serves as an 
interpretive grid for the genealogy, and interpreters should be ‘warn[ed] against wanting 
to see in [the annotations] in all circumstances a single uniform meaning’; Luz, 
Matthew 1–7, 83.



to scholarship.  Evidence has been produced showing a relationship between the 

pluripotent messianic prophecy of Genesis 49:8–10 and the genealogy and the 

conclusion of Matthew.  The worship of Judah by his eleven brothers and his reception 

of the obedience of the nations (Gen 49:8–10) are now applied to Judah’s royal son, 

Jesus (Matt 28:10, 16–20), who follows the royal pattern of sacrifice for one’s brothers 

established in Judah and Jechoniah.  Despite the massive literature on this final passage 

of Matthew, a possible relationship between Genesis 49 and the Great Commission has 

been noted on only one previous occasion.10  The evaluation of the genealogy and its 

relationship to 28:16–20 is a unique contribution providing support for the conclusion 

that Matthew alludes to Genesis 49:8–10 in Matthew 1 and 28.

Further Research

Several areas for further research on Matthew’s Gospel can be mentioned.  First, as 

pointed out earlier in the research, more work needs to be done investigating the use of 

‘summaries of Israel’s story’ in early Judaism and Christianity, particularly work that 

transgresses the traditional framework of form critical boundaries constraining previous 

scholarly efforts.

The present research also suggests the appropriateness of ‘Jewish restoration 

theology’ as an entrée to Matthew’s Gospel.  Further research might engage the debate 

over the identity of ‘the nations’ in Matthew 28:18–20 with the Jew-then-Gentile aspect 

of Jewish restoration noted in the present approach to the genealogy.  A small minority 

of scholars propose that Matthew sees only the nations (not the Jews) here, and, to my 

surprise, the present interpretation could buttress this minority approach with fresh 

evidence.  Apart from occasional references to the presence of Gentile women in the 

genealogy, Matthew 1:1–17 is seldom considered in discussions of Matthew, his 

purpose in writing, and the community from which or to which he writes.  Scholars 

interested in Matthew’s community and related issues should consider the implications 
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10. Nolan, Royal Son of God, 200.



of Matthew naming not four women, but four righteous Gentiles in the genealogy.  The 

emphasis on the implications for the nations of Davidic rule and restoration for the 

nations and for Israel may provide a substantial hurdle for any scholars following the 

Gentile-hostile interpretation of Matthew in the work of David Sim.

Finally, recently proposed solutions to the synoptic problem without Q raise the 

question as to what Matthew and Luke could have done with each other’s genealogy of 

Jesus.  The role of Jechoniah has been a source of discussion on the relationship 

between the genealogies for many centuries (Eusebius, ad Steph. 3:2; 10:3; Ambrose, 

Exp. Luc., 3:40–41).  The argument of the present research for a rehabilitating approach 

to Jechoniah in Matthew 1 could be brought to bear on the question of whether Luke 

intentionally avoids the royal line of Solomon on the basis of the lack of offspring on 

the throne for Jechoniah in Jeremiah 22:30.  Given the positive evaluation of Jechoniah 

in ancient Jewish literature, perhaps this interpretation is wrong.  Or perhaps Matthew 

is responding to Luke’s genealogy by doing his part to elevate Jechoniah, in line with 

other evidence from the Scriptures, Josephus and early Judaism. 

The annotations examined here are but two and three words each.  Seldom have 

so few words spawned so many comments from so many scholars.  With its labyrinth of 

allusions and the grand sweep of its narrative scope, Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus will 

continue to fascinate scholars, and other scholarship will surely follow the present 

thesis.  I cannot claim to have written the last word in scholarship on the genealogy, and 

the present interpretation of the genealogy may not help the average viewer of the The 

Simpsons find Matthew 1:1–17 any more interesting.  But I believe the present research 

makes helpful strides for those interested in ascertaining what Matthew intended by his 

subtle allusions.11  In line with compositional practices for genealogies and summaries 

of Israel’s story, he used Israel’s story to describe its culmination in the vocation of the 

 279 

  

———————————

11. It is fair to hope with France (speaking on the possibility of gematria in the 
genealogy) that, ‘If he did not [intend the interpretation here] deliberately, he would 
probably have been delighted to have it pointed out to him!’  France, Matthew TNTC, 
75.



Messiah, the Davidic king who would rule over his brothers after sacrificially serving 

them, receive their worship, and lead them in the transformation of the nations from 

wickedness to righteousness as they obey Judah’s son. 
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SUMMARY

Matthew 1:1–17 as a Summary of Israel’s Story:

The Messiah, His Brothers and the Nations

Jason B. Hood

Ph.D. dissertation, Highland Theological College UHI and University of Aberdeen, 2009

The present thesis answers two questions. First, why does Matthew append ‘and his
brothers’ to Judah and Jechoniah (1:2, 11)? Secondly, why does Matthew include the
following four annotations: ‘and Zerah by Tamar’, ‘by Rahab’, ‘by Ruth’, and ‘by the
[wife] of Uriah’ (1:3–6)? A composition critical methodological approach leads to
the consideration of relevant compositional categories, namely, (1) biblical
genealogies, particularly ‘annotated genealogy’; and (2) story summaries, particularly
summaries of Israel’s story (SIS). Underappreciated or underdeveloped aspects of
these categories are highlighted. A list of SIS in ancient literature is assembled that is
fuller than previous such compilations and on improved methodological footing.
Various tendencies shared by such summaries support the present interpretation of the
genealogy. Secondary and primary literature help answer the two primary questions
of the thesis.  The addition of ‘and his brothers’ to Judah recalls his royal role,
elucidated in Genesis 49:8, which leads to ‘David the king’ (1:6) and the ‘Messiah’
(1:1, 16, 17). Arguably linked by ‘and his brothers’ (1:2, 11), Judah and Jechoniah in
Second Temple literature are understood to have reversed their wickedness and
earned royal status by self-sacrifice, perhaps pointing to the sacrifice of Jesus before
his full enthronement. After a review of the current scholarly options on the ‘four
(five) women’ in the genealogy, an overlooked interpretation of 1:3–6 is developed.
Matthew does not name four women but four Gentiles (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and
Uriah); each is celebrated as praiseworthy in the OT and in Jewish and Christian
tradition. The four point to the global implications of Jesus’ mission.  The final
chapter examines the close relationship between the beginning and the ending of the
Gospel. A possible relationship between Genesis 49:8–10 and Matthew 1:1–17,
28:10, 16–20 is described: Jesus’ ‘brothers’ worship him, and he begins to receive the
obedience of the nations.

Subject Keywords: Biblical Genealogies, Annotated Genealogies, Genealogy of
Jesus, Matthew 1:1–17, Genesis 49:8–10, Matthew 28:10, Matthew 28:16–20,
Summaries of Israel’s Story, Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Uriah, Judah, Jechoniah, Gentiles.


