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A RESPONSE TO “MATTHEW AND MIDRASH”

Robert H. Gundry*

Thanks to Douglas Moo for his kind words about my ‘“persuasive defense of
Matthean authorship and numerous fresh exegetical insights.” A genuine dia-
logue is taking place between him and me. He recognizes that evangelicals have
too often turned a blind eye to synoptic problems. He also recognizes the tenden-
tiousness of the synoptics and the resultant need to use redaction criticism. And
he recognizes that differences of authorial intent and literary genre allow in prin-
ciple a mixture of historical narrative and unhistorical embellishment without
damage to a high view of Scripture. He only thinks that I have gone too far in see-
ing such a mixture in Matthew. As he refers to Donald Carson’s review of my
Matthew commentary for a more detailed criticism, so I may refer to my paper,
“A Response to Some Criticisms of Matthew,” which answers that review and
other reviews by Philip Payne and Royce Gruenler. The paper consists of fifty-
one pages and may be gotten by sending $1.00 to me at Westmont College, Santa
Barbara, California 93108.

Moo thinks that I almost always assume Matthean redaction wherever
Matthew differs from Mark, and that the assumption suffers from lack of argu-
mentation for Mark’s priority and from failure to allow for Matthew’s occasional-
ly preserving more primitive tradition even if Mark wrote first. No one can speak
to me of such an assumption, however, for at the beginning of my work on Mat-
thew I had in mind to disprove Mark’s priority but came to the conclusion that
the details of the text answer far better to Mark’s priority than to any other view.
As for argumentation, my Commentary shows how thoroughly and economically
Mark’s priority, plus Matthew’s literary and theological tastes, accounts for the
wording of their parallel passages. This adequacy and economy offer a powerful
argument, which Moo has failed to recognize as such. A critic will have to show in
what ways the fit between hypothesis and textual phenomena is not so good as it
appears to be. Otherwise we have no need to talk of more primitive traditions in
Matthew.

My theory of an enlarged Q comes in for severer criticism. Moo argues that
“many scholars in fact are not convinced that Q was a single written source of the
sort Gundry supposes.” Yet as an equal matter of fact I myself am unsure
whether Q was a single document. In particular, it seems doubtful to me that the
nativity tradition (which I assign to an enlarged Q only in the sense that Q repre-
sents non-Markan traditions shared by Matthew and Luke) was written in the
same document with the sayings tradition. But nothing in my thesis rides on the
singleness of an enlarged Q. The crucial point is use of the same traditions, not
Matthew’s and Luke’s finding them all in the same place.
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Furthermore, the view that Matthew and Luke shared more non-Markan
traditions than most scholars have thought does not form an essential part of my
Commentary. Without it the Commentary would still provide massive evidence
for an amount of Matthean redaction that Moo shies away from. Indeed (here I
take up his example of the nativity story), the rough draft assumed the usual view
that Matthew and Luke reflect different traditions. Later this question arose in
my mind: If Matthew can treat Mark and Q so freely as to transfer the desire to
kill John the Baptist from Herodias to Herod so that Herod no longer appears as
John’s protector (see pp. 286-289 in the Commentary); have the Jewish leaders
say in self-condemnation what Jesus said to them according to Mark (428); make
the fig tree wither immediately rather than over the course of a day (415-418);
make Judas Iscariot get his money, not just a promise, at the striking of a bargain
to betray Jesus (523, 535); transfer the purchase of the field from Judas to the
Sanhedrin, make the purchase take place before, not after, Judas’ death, and
change Judas’ death from an accident to a suicide (552-558); make the Sanhedrin
seek false testimony instead of true (541-542); convert Pilate from a weak and
vacillating pagan into a defender of Jesus who takes the initiative for his release,
twice confesses him as the Christ,! and shows his innocence of Jesus’ blood by go-
~ ing through a ceremony prescribed in Deuteronomy 21 for showing true innocence
~ (560-565)—if Matthew can change Mark and traditional Q so freely, I asked my-
self, could it be that he had a nativity tradition like Luke’s and changed it with
similar freedom? Would the kinds of changes differ greatly? So I went back, re-
worked Matthew 1-2, and discovered that the kinds of changes would not differ
greatly.

On the whole, the changes might be somewhat freer than those elsewhere in
the gospel. But we know that ancient people tended to embellish the birth stories
of great men more than they embellished other parts of their life stories. We
think, for example, of the embellishments on Noah'’s birth in 1 Enoch 106:1-19; on
Moses’ birth in Josephus Ant.2.9.3-7 § § 210-237; on Alexander the Great’s birth
in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander 2.1-3.5; on the birth of Sargon of Agade in ANET
119. Therefore, if Matthew’s habits can account for the differences between his
and Luke’s versions of Jesus’ birth, the law of parsimony works against the suppo-
sition of another tradition. Why not suppose that Matthew ‘‘Gentilizes” the shep-
herds at the nativity as he Christianizes Pilate at the trial? And though it would
be ridiculous to say that the main impetus behind Matthew’s creating the
slaughter of the innocents and the flight to Egypt came from the sacrifice of doves
or pigeons and the trip to Jerusalem, why not say that the sacrifice and the trip
provided the occasion and that the main impetus came from Matthew’s interests
in the theme of persecution, including flight from persecution, and in OT typolo-
gy (here, Israel’s Egyptian sojourn and return), plus the infamous cruelty of
Herod the Great? Admittedly the hypothesis rests in large part on Matthew’s
treatment of Mark and traditional Q elsewhere in his gospel.2 But for that very
reason Moo should have concentrated his efforts there rather than plunging im-
mediately into the nativity story and calling attention to some items that in isola-

ILegomenos does not mean “so-called”; cf. 1:16: 27:16.

®Cf. my Commentary xi, 20.






