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MATTHEW AND MIDRASH:
AN EVALUATION OF ROBERT H. GUNDRY'S APPROACH

Douglas J. Moo*

In a statement that summarizes a major thrust of his commentary,! Robert H.
Gundry claims that “comparison with the other gospels, especially with Mark
and Luke, and examination of Matthew’s style and theology show that he mater-
ially altered and embellished historical traditions and that he did so deliberately
and often” (p. 639). This conclusion renders inadequate traditional evangelical
solutions to the problem of discrepancies among the gospels. Harmonization, be-
sides sometimes being forced and unconvincing, ignores the fact that the changes
Matthew introduces are not accidental but deliberate. And to suspend judgment
over so large a number of discrepancies is intellectually dishonest. Still worse is
the refusal to allow the clear data of the text to inform our understanding of the
intent and authority of the gospels.

When the force of this data is recognized, according to Gundry, we are faced
with alternatives of jettisoning belief in an inerrant Bible or of reorienting our
conception of what Matthew was doing in his gospel. Rejecting alternatives to in-
errancy as misguided and inadequate, Gundry opts for the latter. Matthew, he ar-
gues, never intended that all the events he narrates be understood as historical in
the modern sense.

However, as long as Matthew's fabrications are regarded not as a deliberately
misleading falsification of historical facts, nor as accidental errors, but as homile-
tical embroidery of traditional material of a kind widely accepted in Matthew's
day, charges of error are unfounded. It is our insistence on reading Matthew as
empirical history in a modern, positivistic sense that creates difficulties. Mat-
thew furnishes to the discerning reader abundant clues that his gospel does not fit
into this contemporary mold but is to be understood as an example of the ancient
Jewish genre of midrash or, more specifically, midrash haggadah. This genre fea-
tured extensive unhistorical embellishment of Biblical narratives for the purpose
of edification. In similar manner, Gundry suggests, Matthew has recast the his-
torical tradition of Jesus’ ministry in order to meet certain pressing needs in the
first-century Church. While Mark and Luke preserve historical tradition, Mat-
thew sermonizes on it. Differences between Matthew on the one hand and Mark
and Luke on the other can not then be labeled contradictions, since the purposes
of the narratives are fundamentally different.

Such is a very brief and undoubtedly inadequate description of Gundry’s nov-
el approach to the relation of Matthean redaction and Biblical authority. It is of
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course true that Gundry does much more than this in the 650 pages he devotes to
Matthew, and he does much of it very well indeed. Particularly worthy of men-
tion is a persuasive defense of Matthean authorship and numerous fresh exegeti-
cal insights. But in the last analysis it is his understanding of Matthew’s purpose
that stands out as the significant contribution of the commentary. In the interests
of brevity, I may be forgiven if I direct my comments exclusively to this issue.?

Before assessing this approach to Matthew, two things should be said. First, it
is true that evangelicals have sometimes skated rather lightly over the difficulties
posed to a high view of Scripture by the synoptic gospels. Particularly has there
been a failure to cope with the tendentious features of the evangelists’ work,
which a valid application of redaction criticism has brought to light. Secondly,
Gundry’s classification of Matthew as a midrash, with a mixture of historical nar-
rative and nonhistorical embellishment, cannot a priori be ruled out of court be-
cause of a commitment to inerrancy. Evangelicals have always recognized the
need to identify the inerrant meaning of a Scriptural passage within the para-
meters of its literary genre: OT poetry cannot be tested against the canons of a
modern scientific textbook, apocalyptic must not be read as if it were an exact
photograph of the future, and so on. If Gundry is right, the accuracy of Matthew’s
interpretation of Jesus cannot be assessed by modern historical standards. It is
not, then, because of any theological conviction that I must criticize the approach
Gundry has taken in his commentary on Matthew. It is because I am convinced
that Matthew did not write the kind of book Gundry thinks he did. The radical-
ness of his solution is demanded by the massive dimensions of the problem that
his methodology has laid bare, but I question whether the problem is nearly as
large as Gundry makes it. And even if the problem were as large as Gundry
claims, I would not think that the characterization of Matthew as a midrash was
an acceptable solution. These two points provide the outline of my critique. I will
begin by indicating three ways in which, it seems to me, Gundry has unfairly
magnified the problem posed by Matthew's redaction.

The first point relates to Gundry’s identification of Matthew’s sources. The is-
sue is important because our ability to isolate Matthean redaction depends con-
siderably on the extent to which we can determine the tradition available to him.
Gundry’s view of Matthew’s sources can be summarized with four propositions:
(1) Matthew used Mark in essentially the form we now have. (2) Matthew used
an expanded Q, which included, for example, the infancy narrative and several
parables usually assigned to peculiarly Lucan material. (3) In most cases Luke
preserves the original wording of Q. (4) Matthew had little access to any tradi-
tions beyond Mark and Q.

Most scholars would agree with the supposition that Matthew has used Mark.
But it is surprising that Gundry accepts the theory with so little argumentation,
since searching—and some would say damaging—criticism has been directed
against it over the last couple of decades. And many who accept Markan priority
in general, as I do, also think that Matthew on occasion preserves tradition more
primitive than that found in Mark. Almost without exception, however, Gundry
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