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Matthew's Gospel and the Christian Community 

by John R. Barker, 
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his year today as they were when 
Catholics the Gospel was originally 
will be written. 

hearing the The Gospel of 
Gospel of Matthew Matthew was written 
proclaimed on the for a community of 

Sundays of Ordinary Christians that was 
Time. In this Catholic seeking to understand 

Update we will explore a few of the ways that the how to live together as a Church. It needed guid­

Gospel of Matthew addresses the topics of Chris­ ance on how to be disciples of Jesus Christ and 

tian discipleship and how the Church should exist how to be an effective, communal sign to the world 

in the world. These issues are just as important of the power and grace of God's kingdom. 
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commodity in the ancient world, being 
used for the preservation of food as 
well as for seasoning it. Proclaiming 
the kingdom of heaven-in this case by 
doing "good deeds" that cause others 
to praise God-is not a task to be 
taken lightly, and it is certainly not an 
optional activity. It is the whole point 
of Christian discipleship. The very lives 
of the disciples should announce the 
reality of God's grace and invite others 
to embrace his kingdom. 

This is why so much of Matthew's 
Gospel is concerned with ethics, that is, 
with how Christians are expected to act. 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus' 
disciples are exhorted to "hunger and 
thirst for righteousness"; to be peace­
makers, clean of heart, and merciful 
(5:6-9); to avoid retaliation but instead 
to love those who hate us (5:38-48); to 
refrain from judging others (7: 1-5). 

Why? Because this is the way God 
is. 'Because this is what the kingdom of 
God looks like. How are others going to 
know about the mercy and love of God­
and be drawn to l11m to God themselves­
if they do not see the disciples of God's 
Messiah acting with mercy and love? 

It matters very much what the Church 
looks like to those outside of it, because 
the Church does not exist for itself. The 
Church-that is, we who make up the 
Church---exist in order to 
bring glory to God and to 
draw others to that glory. 
This is fundamental to 
Jesus' vision of the 
Church and to the 
meaning of disciple­
ship as we find it in 
Matthew's Gospel. 

A perfect 
hurch? 

11 of this 
could very 
well lead one to believe that 
Jesus actually expected 

his disciples always to be perfect 
reflections of the kingdom of God. 
But Matthew assures his readers that 
this is not the case. Of course, the 

standards of the kingdom of God are 
an ideal for which we should strive­
and strive very mightily-to attain. 
We must never give up the fight to be 
good disciples. But Jesus was not na"ive 
enough to think that his disciples were 
without their flaws. He knew that his 
Church would be marked by human 
frailty, from its most obscure members 
to its most prominent leaders. 

In Matthew's Gospel, we do not 
see Jesus searching high and low for 
the cream of the ethical crop, for those 
with the most highly developed faith 
in God, or for the finest examples of 
religious observance he can find. Peter 
and Andrew were just two fishermen. 

Matthew, the namesake of the 
Gospel, was a tax collector. The brief 
notice of his call to discipleship is 
immediately followed by the scene 
where Jesus is dining with "tax collec­
tors and sinners," dubious behavior on 
his part as far as the Pharisees were 
concerned. In response to their question 
about this, Jesus quotes the prophet 
Hosea, "I desire mercy, not sacrifice," 
and announces that he has come to call 
not the righteous, but sinners (9:9-13). 

The invitation to discipleship is an 
act of mercy! It is extended not to those 
who merit it in any way, but to those 
who need it ("those who are well do 

not need a physician, but the sick do"). 
Here is another thing we must 

understand about being a Christian: 
Discipleship is not only a call to work 
for God's kingdom; it is first of all a 
gracious invitation into that kingdom, 

where forgiveness and healing of the 
sinful heart are possible. We come into 
the Church as flawed human beings in 
need of God's gracious mercy. 

Even Jesus' most important disciples 
were subject to fear and doubt, a prob­
lem they seem to have never completely 
gotten over. In a storm at sea, when 
they cry out to Jesus in fear for their 
lives, he chides them for having so 
little faith in his power to protect them 
(8:23-27). 

In a second scene on the water, 
Jesus calls Peter out to walk on the 
water, but Peter begins to sink out of 
fear and, once again, Jesus rebukes a 
disciple for lack of faith. 

But despite this, the disciples 
demonstrate that they have gained 
some understanding, proclaiming to 
Jesus, "Truly, you are the Son of God" 
(14:22-33). Even a lack of faith does 
not prevent Jesus' disciples from pro­
claiming what they know to be true. 

Later, at Caesarea Philippi, Peter 
announces that he knows that Jesus 
is "the Messiah, the Son of the living 
God." Peter's recognition of Jesus' 
most fundamental identity, revealed 
to Peter by the "heavenly Father," 
prompts Jesus to proclaim, "You are 
Peter, and upon this rock [petra] I will 
build my church... " (16:13-18). 

In the very next passage, Peter 
rebukes Jesus when he announces 

that he must die in Jerusalem. In 
response, Jesus chastises Peter for 
thinking "not as God does, but as 
human beings do" (16:21-23). 

Yet Peter remains close 
to Jesus, being witness to his 
transfiguration (17:1-8). And, 
of course, Peter famously 
denies Jesus three times during 

his passion. His career with 
Jesus is marked both by shadow 

and light, but Jesus maintains 
his faith in Peter's ability to carry 

out the Christian mission as a leader 
of the Church. 

We can draw any number of 
conclusions from Matthew's portrayal 
of his closest disciples, and especially 
of Peter. For our purposes here it is 



important to note that the evangelist 
is attentive to both the strengths and 
the weaknesses of Jesus' closest 
companions. 

We can take Peter and the other 
disciples as both symbols of and models 
for all Christian disciples, including 
those entrusted with any kind of leader­
ship in the Church. The demands of 
discipleship are great, but inhuman 
perfection is not one of them. 

We will, as the fIrst disciples some­
times did, succumb to our own particu­
lar weaknesses, whether they are moral 
failings or doubts and fears. While 
these cannot be ignored or hypocritically 
denied, they do not absolutely prevent 
us from being true disciples. 

Even in their doubts and fears, 
when they failed to rise to the occasion 
as Jesus would wish them to, Peter and 
the other disciples knew and were 
able to proclaim that Jesus was "the 
MessIah, the Son of the living God." 

When the Church proclaims the 
kingdom of God, the lordship of Jesus 
Christ is an essential part of that procla­
mation. Indeed it is the center of it, 
on which everything 
else depends. Christian 
discipleship means both 

Question Box
 
1) What do you like best about 

Matthew's Gospel? 

2) How can we call others to 
discipleship? 

-3) How does the ChuJch show 
its willingness to undergo 
constant conversion? 

of God. God's concern for all members 
of the Church, and God's willingness 
to forgive those who seek forgiveness, 
must be reflected in the life of every 
community of disciples. 

Matthew would have his listeners 
of every age understand something 
absolutely fundamental about the 
Christian community. It is meant to 
be a sign to each other-and to the 
world---of the gracious mercy, healing 
forgiveness and powerful love of God. 
This is why we have been called, 
this is our mission, this is why we 
are the Church. 

John R. Barker, O.F.M., is a doctoral student 
at Boston College. He has an M.A. in theology 
from Catholic Theological Union in Chicago. 
His article "Key to the Gospel ofLuke" was 
published in St. Anthony Messenger. 
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dom of God and to ing to extend that 
proclaiming Jesus as same forgiveness 
God's Messiah. to others. (18:21­

Even flawed disci­ 35). This is how 
ples can do that. the kingdom of 

God works. 
Each of these 

two passages 
A 
reconciling
Church 

n imperfect community of 
disciples is always in need 
of conversion and healing. 
This, too, is a sign of God's 

kingdom, for it exemplifIes God's own 
merciful concern for the wayward and 
the lost. 

In a passage found only in Matthew 
(18: 15-17), Jesus teaches his discipies 
that sinners must be dealt with fIrmly, 
but always in a way that calls them 

back to the community with dignity 
and love. "If your brother [that is, 
another Christian] sins, go and tell him 
his fault between you and him alone." 
If he listens, the problem is solved. 

If he does not, he should be 
approached again with one or two 
"witnesses" (either to witness to the 
sin or perhaps to his unwillingness 
to repent) and once again exhorted. 

If he persists in his sin, only then 
should the larger community (the 
"church") be told. If he still does not 
repent, then the church has no recourse 
but to remove him from the community. 

We see here that sin is, on the 
one hand, not to be ignored; it truly 
damages the community. On the other 
hand, everything must be done to pre­
serve the bonds of that community. 

The passage is immediately 
preceded by Jesus' parable of the lost 
sheep (18:10-14), which expresses 
God's concern for every single sinner 
who is "lost." It is immediately followed 
by Peter's question about the limits 
of forgiveness, to which Jesus responds, 
in effect, that since every member of 

the Church is a 
recipient of God's 
merciful forgive­

highlights a sig­
nifIcant aspect of the kingdom of God. 

First, it is marked by a concern for 
sinners who have left the fold. It is not 
acceptable to simply let them go off. 
All members of the Church, no matter 
how sinful, are valuable, and their 
eventual return to the flock is of utmost 
importance. 

Second, relations among Christians 
must be marked by a willingness to 
forgive each other. This is rooted not 
in their own virtue, but in the mercy 
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