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JESUS' RESPONSE TO THE QUESTION OF HIS AUTHORITY IN mATTHEW 21

{Note: this is not the BibSac proofs of the article, but my own original typefont.  The Greek may not
show up on your computer unless you have Hermeneutika’s Bible Works  installed.  Sorry.}
I.  INTRODUCTION

Matthew 21:23 records that during the last week of Jesus’ earthly ministry before his sufferings and death, religious authorities came to him, challenging him, “By what authority do you do these things, and who gave you this authority?”
  At first Jesus seemingly responded by not answering them, in fact refusing to answer, v.27.  With Jesus’ curt dismissal the encounter, apparently, had concluded.

But continuing to read the post-context of this incident reveals that it in fact was not finished.  By recounting three parables one right after the other (21:28-22:14), Jesus did subtly provide an answer to both their questions, “by what authority?” and “who gave you this authority?”.  In the first parable two sons were contrasted, who respectively either obeyed or did not obey the father, and those listening to the story were likened to the one who did not respond rightly.  In the second parable the same listeners were compared with evil tenant farmers who not only refused to render the true owner of the “vineyard” his due but also killed the owner’s son, with whom Jesus himself arguably identified, incurring the wrath of the father.  In the third parable the son in the story was magnified to an even higher status, the son of a king, to whose wedding banquet many have been called, but few respond, and even fewer are chosen.  Each of these parables has in common with the other two, and features in some way: a father, a son (or sons), and proper response to the father’s authority.

In Matthew's narration that followed those three parables, as well, Jesus’ unequaled prowess in rabbinic debate served as a tangible response to the question of his authority.  As one challenger after another came up to test Jesus and was dispatched and sent slinking off in ignominious defeat, Jesus’ authority was not merely predicated but demonstrated (22:15-46).

II. THE CONTEXT OF MATTHEW 21:27

One of the preliminary tasks of exegeting this passage is to identify the antecedents of “these things” (tau/ta) in the pre-context of Matthew 21:23.  What are “these things” that Jesus had been doing, about which he was being challenged in v.23?  The incident of Jesus’ driving out the moneychangers a day or two before (vv.12-13) is usually proffered as the most likely antecedent.  However, Matthew alone among the Synoptic gospels also presented the pericope that immediately followed that story (vv.14-16), about Jesus healing the blind and the lame in the Temple area and the resultant rancor of the chief priests and doctors of the law at this violation and that of the children shouting “Hosanna to the Son of David.”  Hagiga 1:1 in the Mishna suggested that both the handicapped and the children were apparently prohibited in the Temple area.  So “these things” were probably in view as well in the question of v.23, since it was approximately the same group of vexed authorities who came to challenge Jesus the following day (oi` avrcierei/j kai. oi` grammatei/j in v. 15, oi` avrcierei/j kai. oi` presbu,teroi tou/ laou/ in v.23;  both Mark 11:27 and Luke 20:1 have all three at the parallel with Matthew 21:23).

Comparing Matthew’s syntax with that of Mark and Luke, where each described the authorities’ approach to Jesus, suggests another facet to what Matthew meant by “these things” about which the chief priests were questioning Jesus.  While Mark 11:27 only mentioned that Jesus was “walking around” (peripatou/ntoj, a circumstantial participle), both Matthew 21:23 and Luke 20:1 described Jesus as teaching at the moment the authorities came up to him.

However, Luke used dida,skontoj, another circumstantial participle in the genitive case, followed by eight words--two lines in Greek--before articulating the approach of the authorities (20:1): “On one of those days, while he was teaching the people in the temple and preaching the gospel, there came to him . . . .”  Luke thus relegated dida,skontoj to a secondary accompanying description, followed later in the text by the confrontation itself.

Matthew, on the other hand, employed dida,skonti in the dative case to divide the verb ““came to him” from its subject, the religious authorities, calling attention by this rather awkward syntax to the participle “teaching” as pertaining to the verb that precedes it: prosh/lqon auvtw/| dida,skonti oi` avrcierei/j kai. oi` presbu,teroi tou/ laou/.
  The dative thus has the effect of explaining why they came to him;  we may infer that Matthew was suggesting they came to him not only “while” he was teaching (as per Luke), but concerning, or because of, his teaching.

The referents of tau/ta, “these things,” then, about which Jesus was being questioned were seemingly both his actions, some of which were apparently unorthodox in the Temple cultus situation, and his teachings, or, more generally: his right to teach at all.

When they asked him, “By what authority do you do these things, and who gave you this authority?” Jesus posed them a condition, v.24: “I too will ask you a question, which, if you answer me, I too will then answer yours.”  His question in v.25 was about the origin or source of John the Baptist’s ministry.  Neither Mark nor Luke have the syntagme po,qen h=n.  But in Matthew the two questions are linked, syntactically:  they wanted to know evn poi,a| evxousi,a| (by what authority) Jesus did what he did, and he in turn asked them concerning what John the Baptist did, po,qen h=nÈ evx ouvranou/ h' evx avnqrw,pwn (from where, or what source, is it: from heaven or from men?).

When they did not dare answer his question, he apparently shrugged them off in v.27, “Well then, neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.”  Case closed, it would seem.

III.  Jesus’ implied answer

to the question concerning his authority

But was Jesus really through answering, or did he go on?  In the ensuing narration, he appeared to continue the same conversation.  The following verse, 21:28, begins with “But what do you think?” (Ti, de. u`mi/n dokei/), an indication that he was still addressing the same interlocutors and that what immediately succeeded his apparent refusal to answer them pertained to the same issue.

In the short parable recounted in vv.28-31 Jesus presented two sons, each of whom was sent by their father to work in his vineyard, and each of whom responded in his own way, one refusing to go but then later doing so, the other saying he will go but never actually doing it.
  At the conclusion of the parable, Jesus applied the parable to his inquisitors in v.32.  “For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him;  but the tax collectors and prostitutes did believe him.  However, even when you saw this, you did not change your mind afterward to believe him.”  It is not likely mere coincidence that he referred back to the question of belief in John that he had just posed them moments before in v.25, contrasting the common sinners’ reception of John with the non-committal attitude of his interlocutors.  The subject matter of this application of the parable and that of the rulers’ earlier refusal to pronounce a verdict on John’s ministry are congruent, if not identical.  It is clear, then, that the parable of the two brothers and its application (vv.28-32) were a part of Jesus’ elaborate but subtle rejoinder to their question of his authority, an answer he appeared at first to refuse to give.

In the following text the word “another” (“Hear another (a;llhn) parable,” v.33) is an important indication that Jesus continued the same thread of discourse into that section as well.  Moreover, at the conclusion of the second parable, v.45 says that when the Jewish authorities heard ta.j parabola,j (“the parables,” plural), they understood that Jesus was speaking about them, another inference that these two parables, at least, went together.

In this second parable (21:33-43), several of the constituent elements that are emphasized had also been featured in the previous parable: a vineyard, a father, a son, and faithfulness or a lack thereof on the part of those working in the vineyard.  In the story of the wicked tenants in the vineyard, after the landlord had sent a series of servants to collect his dues from his tenants, and they in turn had beaten, stoned, and killed the emissaries (vv.34-36), the owner sent his own son (Mark 12:6 at this point called him “a beloved son”), thinking they would respect him.  Instead, plotting to usurp the inheritance, they killed him and threw him out of the vineyard.  Jesus shrewdly let his audience pronounce the judgment that the owner/father would visit upon “those wretches” who had killed his son (v.41).
  Then in vv.42-44 he applied that judgment to them, his hearers, saying the kingdom of God would be taken away from them and given to a people bearing the fruit of it.

The story of the vineyard and the tenants is the only one of the three parables recounted by Matthew that appears at this point in both Mark’s and Luke’s narratives as well,
 an indicator of this parable’s seminal importance for interpreting the surrounding material.  Adequate interpretation of the parable of the tenants, the vineyard, and the son killed by the tenants would require far more attention than can be devoted to it here, where our focus is necessarily limited.  But suffice to suggest that by means of this parable, complemented by the other two that enfold it, Jesus was gradually unveiling a subtle answer to the rulers’ question, “By what authority do you do these things, and who gave you this authority?”  He seemingly identified himself with the son in the story, and his accusers with the son-rejecting tenants from whom the kingdom would be taken away and given to others (vv.42-3);  that his father was the “owner” was therefore implicit.  This directly suggested an answer to their second question, “who gave you this authority?”

With the appearance of “a (or the) son” of the owner of the vineyard in v.37, Matthew’s oblique answer to the religious leaders’ original question, “by what authority do you do these things and who gave you this authority?” began to emerge.  Although the previous parable had been about two sons, it was not until this point in the development that Matthew actually used the term ui`o,n, in fact, to.n ui`o.n auvtou/ (“his own son”), with both the definite article and the possessive adjective, followed two words later by the even more poignant to.n ui`o,n mou (“my own son”).  It appears that Matthew had even gone to some lengths in the previous parable to avoid using the term;  in that parable he had referred to te,kna du,o (“two children”) and in the individual cases to o` prw/toj (“the first one”) or o` e`te,roj (“the other one”).  Even the father in the parable of the two brothers addressed his progeny as te,knon, rather than ui`o,n.  All this has the effect of highlighting the special term to.n ui`o,n (“the son”) when it finally does appear in v.37.  Matthew seems to have been developing very gradually and carefully the all-important concept of sonship in the three sequential parables, deliberately not arriving too soon at the conclusions he would have his readers to draw, yet leading them skillfully towards such inferences.

Right after this, Jesus offered his listeners another parable in which, yet again, sonship is an overt theme.  This time the matter is of increased importance because it has to do with the son of a king, and various reactions to invitations to his royal wedding celebration.  Though all modern Bibles show a new chapter starting here, that particular division of the material is misleading.  The opening words of 22:1 indicate clearly that this parable, too, was intended to be of a piece with the two that preceded it.  There are at least four different deictic markers, or signals, in 22:1 that point backwards to the preceding text and indicate that the following parable was part of the same series: “And Jesus, responding, spoke once more in parables to them, saying . . .” (Kai. avpokriqei.j o` VIhsou/j pa,lin ei=pen evn parabolai/j auvtoi/j le,gwn).

The third parable compared “the kingdom of heaven . . . to a king who gave a wedding feast for his son” (22:2).  This time Jesus placed the apparent allusions to his own status as son of the father/king right up front, at the very beginning of the narration.  The theme of the parable is how the varied responses of those invited to the wedding feast of the son of the king parallel the responses of those invited to participate in the kingdom of heaven.
  Actually, the question “how do you respond to the summons to enter the kingdom?” had been implicit in all of the material since Jesus posed them the John the Baptist enigma in 21:25.  The conclusion at Matthew 22:15 shows how these particular interlocutors reacted to the extended challenge issued them in Jesus’ three parables: as predicted, rather than accept the implied invitation they went out and plotted together to see how they might find a way to trap Jesus.

The cumulative effect of this long section from 21:24 through to 22:14 is to provide a rejoinder, albeit subtle or indirect, to the questions posed to Jesus in 21:23, “By what authority do you do these things, and who gave you this authority?”  After apparently refusing to answer the Jewish leaders’ questions about his authority, Jesus immediately followed up with three parables that actually did constitute a veiled reply to their query.  Without including this “post-context” in interpretation of the passage, readers can get the false impression that when Jesus said in 21:27, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things,” he had finished, and had no more to say on the subject.  But when the post-context is recognized to be an unbroken literary succession with the initial confrontation between Jesus and his challengers, it becomes gradually clearer that Jesus’ true answer, for those with ears to hear, was “I am the Son, and as the Son of the Father I do what I do by the authority that the Father has given me.  The real question is, how do you respond to that authority?”

IV.  Matthew’s implied answer

to the question of Jesus’ authority

Even with the conclusion of the third parable, the literary and syntactical signals of Matthew’s text do not suggest a change of subject but rather continuity with and elaboration upon the previous matter.  Matthew 22:15 begins with to,te (““Then”), and the following verse continues without missing a beat: kai, (“And,” v.16).
  What Matthew presented in that subsequent narrative provided a further subtle replication, an implied answer, on his part to the question of Jesus’ authority.  This time, rather than parabolic allusions to Jesus’ sonship, it is Jesus’ own prowess that is demonstrated in actual debate with contentious religious authorities.

The Pharisees, irritated by what had just transpired and intending to trap Jesus in his words (v.15) sent some of their disciples, along with some Herodians, to pose him a trick question.  The particular wording of the question, beginning with ti, soi dokei/; (“what do you think?” v.17), let the reader know that rabbinical debate was going on here.
  Jesus had begun his counter-attack to those challenging his authority by using these same formulaic words in 21:28 (ti, de. u`mi/n dokei/;), and he would use them again at 22:42 to set up his final blow in the rabbinical combat that Matthew presented in 21:23-22:46.  The formula marked the parry and thrust of Jewish scholars in intense arguments between themselves.

Several other vocabulary clues suggest that Matthew was presenting this long encounter of Jesus with the religious authorities as a formal rabbinical debate, and one that was hostile in tone.  The related verbs evrwta,w and evperwta,w, which appear five times in this section, were frequently used of probing, often contentious, questions.
  Perhaps an English equivalent would be “cross-examine” or “interrogate.”  At 16:1 Matthew had paired together the words for testing and questioning (peira,zontej evphrw,thsan auvto,n) to show that religious authorities were motivated by malice rather than intellectual curiosity in their questions to Jesus;  here at 22:35 he did so again.  At 12:10 he had stated even more bluntly that “they questioned him . . . in order to accuse him” (evphrw,thsan auvto.n . . . i[na kathgorh,swsin auvtou/).  As already noted in 21:24, Jesus was capable of deflecting their thrusts with questions of his own: “I too will pose you a certain matter . . .” (evrwth,sw u`ma/j kavgw. lo,gon e[na).

So what Matthew was presenting in this long section, nearly two chapters of his book, was an additional implicit answer to the question of Jesus’ authority.  By demonstrating Jesus’ superiority over his opponents in rabbinical debate, Matthew revealed his authority to teach (the particular activity in which he was engaged at the moment they challenged him, 21:23), that is, to declare theological truth.  One after another, the religious authorities of his day came at him to test him.  One after another, they were sent packing, defeated.  The image that emerges from reading Matthew 22 is something like a modern adventure movie in which the hero whirls around, skillfully dispatching one after another of foes that come at him from every direction, and emerges victorious over them all.

The first to challenge him were the chief priests and elders of the people.  After Jesus with his three parables destroyed the pretensions of those who had asked about his authority, the Pharisees were the next challengers.  They sent some lower-ranked contenders, their own disciples and the Herodians, to try to catch him out with the question of paying taxes to Caesar (22:16-17).  Jesus stopped them cold with his counter question about the image on the coin and his subsequent interpretation.  Amazed (evqau,masan), they slumped away, defeated (vv.18-22).  Next, the Sadducees approached to try their luck at cross-examining Jesus (again, the verb evphrw,thsan, v.23).  Hoping to embarrass him (and anyone else who might believe in a bodily resurrection), they told a far-fetched tale of a widow of seven brothers, followed by the silly question, “of which one of them will she be the wife in the resurrection?” (vv.24-28).  Jesus, maintaining control of the potentially ludicrous situation, put them in their place and demonstrated their ignorance of the pertinent Scriptures (vv.29-32), with the result that “the listening crowds were astonished at his teaching” (v.33), and the Sadducees, like those before them, retired from the field, “silenced” (v.34).  Hearing the Sadducees put to shame, the Pharisees gathered together in counsel (v.34), picked their best law debater, and sent him into the ring with Jesus (evphrw,thsen . . . peira,zwn auvto,n: again, “questioning to test him,” v.35), hoping to win this time.  The champion lawyer posed his question (“What is the greatest commandment?”) but Jesus answered so thoroughly that no rebuttal on the part of the questioner was even registered (vv.36-40).

Then, while the Pharisees were still mulling over their defeat and trying to figure out what to do next, Jesus took the offense again with an exegetical theological riddle of his own (evphrw,thsen auvtou,j, v.41, ti, u`mi/n dokei/, v.42).  The question was simple: the Messiah, whose son is he?  But though they could readily answer, “David’s” (v.42), Jesus immediately followed up and hit them with the one-two blow that finished off his opponents.  “Well, then,” he asked in vv.43-5, “how is it that David in the Spirit calls him ‘Lord,’ saying, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet”’?  If David then calls him ‘Lord,’ how is he his son?”  According to v.46, “no one could answer him a word;  in fact, no one, from that day on, would even dare to ask him any more questions.”  With that, Jesus had taken the field;  no opponents were left to resist him.

Jesus’ demolition of his theological opponents was complete, and Matthew’s implicit answer to the question of Jesus’ authority accomplished, as Jesus’ peerless skills and unanswerable authority in debate with the best theologians of his day were demonstrated.

The next verse, 23:1 (beginning with to,te, “Then”), launched Jesus’ long diatribe of 23:2-39 against the “scribes, Pharisees, leaders, rabbis, guides” (vv.2, 7, 10, 16, etc.)--a comprehensive list of those who, though lacking the requisite moral integrity, yet aspired to “sit in the chair of Moses” (v.2) and exercise jurisdiction over their fellows.  Jesus, having answered their challenge by demonstrating conclusively that he indeed was qualified to exercise such authority, now pronounced judgment on the false pretenders whom he had just defeated in verbal combat.  After emerging victorious from that many-pronged assault, he denounced his erstwhile opponents for their hypocrisy.  The harsh words of chapter 23 of Matthew, often heard out of context, are more readily comprehensible when we understand them as directly sequential to the conflict observed in chapters 21 and 22.

The opening verses of the following chapter, as well, probably pertain to this same ongoing discourse, though they are nearly always surmised to be part of a new section of Matthew.  Though 24:1 may appear to signal a new pericope (“And Jesus left the Temple and was going away. . .”), and probably did serve as a hinge between the public confrontations with his enemies (21:23-23:39) and the private discourse delivered to his disciples (24:4-26:1), Jesus’ response to his disciples’ awe at the magnificent building intimates that he was still in the same frame of mind from the just-concluded polemics with his opponents: “Listen, I’m telling you the truth, not one of these stones that you are looking at so admiringly will be left without being torn down” (24:2).  Jesus had been challenged about his right to operate in the Temple;  he answered the challenge, debunked the religious leaders’ pretensions of authority, and pronounced the end of that particular religious paradigm.  This section apparently concludes with Jesus’ post-script offered to his disciples as they were exiting, telling them that the scene that had been the backdrop to the preceding conflict, the Temple itself, with all that it represented, was about to be torn down.

The circumstances of the following line in 24:3 seem to be some time, and some distance, later:  that verse reported that Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives (kaqhme,nou, a genitive circumstantial participle in the present tense) when his disciples came to him privately (prosh/lqon auvtw/ katV ivdi,an--from somewhere else?), and asked for clarification of things he had spoken earlier.  So it seems that a break in the narrative has transpired and that a relatively new section of teaching began here.  Of course, all of the text is of a seamless fabric, so what follows in Matthew 24 and 25 must also be understood in relation to what just preceded it.

V.  CONCLUSION

While what goes before any given text is widely recognized as important in the interpretation of Scripture, the post-context is less frequently taken into account.  But sometimes it is vital to consider what follows a text as well, in order to understand what the author was really saying.  Jesus’ (and Matthew’s) subtle answers to the religious leaders’ challenge concerning his authority continued on for several chapters even after it initially appeared that Jesus had stopped.  Without reading on, one would miss the true answers Jesus and Matthew actually did give, namely, that Jesus is the Son of the Father, and demonstrated his authority conclusively when challenged to debate by those who considered themselves to be authorities.
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�Translations are original.


�This feature is often overlooked, perhaps because in English grammar a circumstantial participle must accord in person and number with the subject of the principle clause, a restriction to which the Greek is not bound.


�Jack Dean Kingsbury noted that Matthew’s addition of dida,skonti to Mark’s text placed both Jesus’ acts and his teaching under the question of authority (Matthew: Structure, Christology, Kingdom (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975) 61).


�The manuscripts tradition about which son did, and which son did not, do the will of the father, is complex.  For a succinct summary of the possibilities, see D. A. Carson (Matthew EBC 8 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984) 449-50).  The application of the parable that Jesus gave afterwards emphasized the refusal of the religious authorities to repent and believe, after observing those who would “go into the kingdom before them” (v.31).  “You, seeing their repentance (i.e. the tax collectors and prostitutes who did believe John), did not even feel remorse afterward so as to believe him” ( v.32).  This would seem to favor the version in which the first son refused, then repented, while the second son said he would go but never did.


�With regard to this particular text (Matthew 21:23-32), David Daube averred that the questioners themselves would certainly have perceived the connection.  “The Tannaites were perfectly familiar with the [Socratic] form, (1) hostile question, (2) counter question, (3) answer by which the enemy becomes vulnerable, (4) refutation stated by way of inference from the answer,” The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (London: Athlone, 1956), 219.


�Many studies of the sociological background of Palestine in the days of Jesus focus on inequalities fostered by an ever-narrower class of landowners.  The affluent priestly caste and other well-connected elite had taken over more and more properties to create large “royal estates” during the Seleucid, Ptolemaic, and Herodian dynasties, which simultaneously created a landless peasant class (to which, it is supposed, Jesus and many of his followers belonged).  The results of these studies are often brought to bear on interpretation of the parables.  See, for example, Sean Freyne, Galilee from Alexander the Great to Hadrian (Notre Dame: University Press, 1980), esp. 170-77, Douglas E. Oakman, “The Ancient Economy in the Bible,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 21 (1991), 34-39, or the ample bibliography in J. D. H. Amador, “Socio-Rhetorical Criticism and the Parable of the Tenants,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 45 (1992), 27-57.  While Amador’s thesis (that the parable in Matthew 22 originally cast the rebellious tenant farmers as revolutionary heroes) is not persuasive, his portrait of the deep-seated resentment of the peasant class, and the likelihood that such rebellions often did take place, illuminate the emotional response of the high priests and elders of the people to the question Jesus posed them, “When the owner arrives, what will he do?”  Since they likely identified themselves with the absentee landlord in the story, they fell into the trap.  But the stern judgment they vigorously pronounced on the ungrateful tenant farmers turned out, ironically, to be their own.


�While many parallels have been perceived between the following parable in this series, the one about the wedding feast, and a similar story told in a completely different setting in Luke 14:16-24, not all are convinced that the two should be considered as different versions of the same story.  See Carson (Matthew, 455-6).


�The third and final parable ends with the apothegm “for many are called, but few are chosen” (22:14).  Some scribes introduced that phrase into several manuscripts at 20:16.  Its pertinence here in this context can be readily perceived, while its irrelevance in the context of 20:16 is less obvious since it has a similar ‘ring’ to that of the original text there (“the last shall be first, and the first last”).  For phonetic and poetic reasons, an inattentive copyist easily but mistakenly would have assimilated the familiar polloi. ga,r eivsin klhtoi., ovli,goi de. evklektoi, together with the similar-sounding paroemia of 20:16, e;sontai oi` e;scatoi prw/toi kai. oi` prw/toi e;scatoi.  M. D. Goulder noted the uniqueness (compared with Mark and Luke) of Matthew’s many epigrams, in which Jesus’ teachings were formulated into pithy, poetic, and therefore “memorable” sayings (Midrash and Lection in Matthew (London: SPCK, 1974) 70-94).  What was helpful to a memorizing disciple, however, could be a stumbling block to a sleepy scribe, which appears to be what occasioned the gratuitous addition of this phrase to 20:16.


�Robert L. Mowery suggested that use of terms like “son of a god” or “son of a divine father” during the reign of Tiberius (adopted son of Augustus), when Jesus was telling these parables, and also during the Flavian dynasty, a traditional Sitz im Leben for Matthew’s composition of the gospel, when coins of Titus and his brother Domitian (sons of Vespasian) abounded with the title, may have influenced how Jesus’ claims were understood (rightly or wrongly) by his contemporaries (“Son of God in Roman Imperial Titles and Matthew,” Biblica 83 (2002) 100-110).


�Careful scrutiny of the 90 different occurrences of to,te in Matthew somewhat surprisingly reveals that he used it almost every time to remark temporal contiguity, not just thematic relations, between the events, actions, or words that it connects.


�David Hill identified 21:23-22:46 as a single unit containing questions and answers arranged in rabbinical controversy order typically found in Talmudic procedure (The Gospel of Matthew (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1972) 296).  For example, Daube earlier found in the Babylonian Talmud (Niddah 696) a remarkable parallel with Matthew’s presentation of the authorities’ controversy with Jesus in chapter 22.  Around 120 A.D. some Alexandrians put R. Joshua to the test with four sets of three questions;  each of the four categories corresponds directly to the sequence in Matthew 22.  First, questions interpreting a legal text (which may be compared with the trick question about giving poll-tax to Caesar);  then questions ridiculing a belief (corresponding to the Sadduccees’ question about the seven-times widowed woman);  third, questions of conduct or how to live in relation to the Law (“What is the greatest commandment of them all?” in Matthew 22:36).  Daube noted that the fourth category, questions concerning explanation of difficult or apparently contradictory texts, was taken up by Jesus himself in Matthew’s text (the question he posed about “if the Messiah is David’s son, why does he call him ‘Lord’?”).  Not only the kinds of questions but the order in which they were posed are identical in the two cases (NT and Rabbinic Judaism, 158-63).  Numerous other parallels may be found by referencing Herman Strack and Paul Billerbeck Das Evangelium nach Matthäus: erläutert aus Talmud und Midrasch (Munchen: Beck’sche, 1922), 1.861-909.


�Recently Jack Lightstone has challenged the scholarly consensus recognizing a literary pattern coined “mishnaic dispute form” (by Jacob Neusner, in The Rabbinic Tradition about the Pharisees before A.D. 70, 3 volumes [Leiden: Brill, 1971]).  Lightstone proposed instead that socio-rhetorical analysis of Mishna texts like Gittin 1:1-2:2 (wherein the opinions of rabbis Gamaliel, Simeon, Eliezar, Judah, and various “sages” are compared on the subject of necessary or valid witnesses to written documents such as writs of divorce, or manumission of slaves) suggests that “the Mishnah rhetorically reinforces and reflects a portrayal of elite, authoritative virtuosity which may be characterized as a mastery of guardianship of the old social and cultic order stewarded by priests and their scribal guild” (Mishna and the Social Formation of the Early Rabbinic Guild  [Waterloo: Wilfred Laurir University, 2002], 26).  The origins of rabbinism, he suggested, are to be found in the priestly-scribal heirs of the defunct Temple state bureaucracy who, after the disaster of 70 A.D., “having lost their institutional base, first tried to preserve and pass on their professional guild expertise” (186).  In an effort to present emergent rabbinic Judaism as a consensus, Lightstone believes, “Mishnah’s authors have largely eradicated the language of any antecedent sources” (184).  Whether Neusner’s depiction of Mishnah as a collection of rabbinic disputes evincing the wide variety of opinions within Judaism prevails, or Lightstone’s modification of that portrait to a receptacle of only the opinions “authorized” from within the guild, both reflect an ambiance of jealously-guarded prerogatives by rabbis who “portray themselves as similar to, or as heirs of, the priestly-scribal administration of the now defunct Temple state” (Lightstone, Rabbinic Guild, 27).  Matthew’s presentation of Jesus’ repartee with authorities in the Temple showed that he was not accepted nor did he try to be by any of them, yet he mastered the techniques of rabbinic disputation to such a degree as to resoundingly defeat all of them in oral debate, thus establishing his “right” or authority to teach.


�Heinrich Greeven, “evrwta,w” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Erdmans, 1964), 2.685-9.





