
 

TELLING OUR STORY 
 
Why this title for a Bible talk?  Sometimes we forget that the Bible was written down 
by human beings like us.  Yes, it is inspired by God, but we have moved away from 
the old images of an angel sitting on the shoulder of an evangelist dictating the 
scriptures.  The Bible is valuable to us and can speak to us partly because it is about 
people’s experience of God that they want to share. 
 
I used to work with Dympna Magee teaching scripture, and she always wanted us to 
‘Tell our own Stories.’  Being Irish hers nearly always began with the Famine. 
If you know about your family it is probably through stories that have been handed 
down about various members.  The same is true about Priests gatherings, there are 
often stories about old priests and then someone says, there are no real characters 
now!  But in years to come people will be saying the same things about us.  We love 
to tell stories. 
 
As I said, the Bible is written down by people who want to share their experience of 
God.  They write it down because they think they have something valuable to say, 
and it needs  sharing.  It is their history, but in this case there is something more to it. 
There is always a message in the story, a story which in itself can often seem quite 
alien to us because it comes from an earlier time, especially in the Old Testament, 
that we have to find.  When we read about God bumping loads of people off, or using 
terrible punishments we can say, “That’s not my idea of God.  Isn’t he all-loving and 
compassionate?”  But the weak struggling nation of Israel, embattled on all sides, do 
not see it that way.  Some have to see what lies behind the story.  Is it about trusting 
in God alone, or being faithful to God’s love, or turning to him in times of despair? 
The message then is for all time.  So too for the New Testament , the stories about 
Jesus are set in an ancient society, but they speak to us about how we should live, 
about our future, our goal, eschatology, the study of the end times, about the 
Kingdom of Heaven in. 

The writers believe they have a message for their community, but also a 
message for future generations.  They want us to learn, to share what they have come 
to know about God.  The Bible is their gift to us, and we should treasure their gift. 
 
Part One: the Old Testament (Easter Vigil readings) 
 
So for this you will need a Bible.  
 
Let’s go right to the start, to Genesis 1 and 2. 
You may well know that there are two stories of Creation.  The first one we come to 
is probably the later one, the second the earlier. 
Each one has a very different background. 
 

 



 

So let’s look at the older story Genesis 2:4b-25.  (The Chapters and verses sometimes 
seem to be in odd places to us.  Originally there were no divisions in the Bible at all. 
Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury in the early 13th century introduced the 
chapters, and Robert Etienne, a printer in Paris in 15th century, the verses for printing 
purposes.) 
 
Read Chapter 2:4b-25 and reflect on it. 
 
If we look at Chapter 2 a picture is being painted.  This is a story for telling. 
Just looking at the nouns and verbs used we get a picture of who might have written 
it, 
plants, earth, ploughing, watering, working with the land, with clay. 
The people who produced this knew about the land, farming, moulding things from 
clay. 
Trees and fruit. 
Cultivating and animals, and if I may say so, about sex. 
 
This is earthy language, and we can imagine the sort of community it came from. 
Perhaps still nomadic but knew of cultivation, more likely settled but in a sample 
way. 
Clearly a knowledge of farming. 
They make things grow, plant them, care for them. 
 
So when they come to speak (these would have been oral stories originally) they 
speak of God from what they know. 
What do you think they are asking in telling this story? 
Yes, how does all this happen?  But not so much the physical creation. 
More: ‘What is our relationship with God? 
What part do we have to play in all this?’ 
 
God is a farmer and a creator, working with his hands, using their tools, their 
wisdom. 
But how can they share in this?  Do they? 
God injects into them, breathes into them, divine life.  They are intentionally created 
by God.  (Look at John 20:22, Jesus breathing life into a new community). 
God is not someone distant but someone whose life is in them. They are working 
together with him, and he has given them a major role in creation in naming the other 
animals. 
The name of something or one, holds their personality for Israelite life.  So to name 
them is to take part in their creation (and throughout the Bible we see how important 
people’s names are, the name of God for one.) 
 
Partnership arrives in another form too, in the man and the woman.  Humanity takes 
over the creation process in a way, deputised by God, empowered by God. 
 



 

 
And there is a simple rule.  They are creatures not the Creator, and the law about the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil underlines that.  There are limits to their power. 
As there are in their real world too. 
 
 
So in the telling of this story you can imagine people sat together in a farmhouse, or a 
tent, sharing this with each other, with the children, passing on their wisdom about 
God, who is not only the creator but intimately involved with their whole lives. 

Also, they are not slaves of God, as in some myths in other religions at the 
time, but lovingly fashioned. 

It is a confident story. 
 
Not only that, it is a story that has held our imagination, and that of Jesus too, for 
centuries, possibly since 1800 BC or so, no-one can know an exact date. 
 
Now read the later account, Genesis 1:1-2:4a. 
 
Genesis 1 is the story we know better. 
What sort of things come up in it? 
Heavens, light and darkness, day and night, vaults and waters, landmass and seas, 
vegetation and the seeds within, festivals, each type of animal having its place, 
it is a story of order. 
Humanity has a governing role. Stewardship we call it now, but for centuries the 
sense was Domination. 
 
God does not get his hands dirty in this one.  We are made augustly in his own image. 
 
What sort of a community is telling this story? 
 
We can see similar elements in the story.  The Spirit is there.  Trees and vegetation. 
Earth though in different ways. 
Man and woman. 
But the structure is more like a liturgy.  Each passage ends with a refrain: “God said 
that it was very good.  Evening came and morning came…” 
 
This is a story probably told by a group of priests or those interested in religious 
practice. 
The inclusion of festivals (some translations say seasons in v.14) is about farming but 
more now about an ordered world and knowing when to thank God for harvest or 
times to sow, about celebrating great events in their history when God helped them. 
There is much more structure here, and it becomes the opening of our Bible. 

 



 

Priestly life depends on religious practice, and this was probably written down about 
500s BC when the Israelites were in Exile, though the story would have been known 
for some time. 
 
The great loss of the Exile was the land, but also the Temple where it was believed 
God dwelt on earth, and some people have seen here in this description of a building 
of the world, perhaps a building of a Temple.  Roof, floor, lights (the Temple was full 
of lights), and order. 
 
Here the Spirit sweeps over the whole of Creation, it is not breathed into humanity, 
and is in a sense less personal. 
It is like the establishment of a New Order, and one well regulated. 
 
But for the writers its real contrast is not the other Creation story in the Bible, but the 
contrast with the myths of Babylon and the the god Marduk.  In this story the world is 
created out of the murder of a god, and their blood, and people are the slaves of the 
gods to be sacrificed at will, for the gods’ pleasure. 
 
Yet here we have in our story that “God saw that is was good.”  “God saw all that he 
had made, and indeed it was very good.” 
The Israelites stood out as having a loving God.  It was revolutionary in many ways. 
 
This is the story that opens our Easter Vigil readings as we tell our salvation history. 
It is the beginning (in Hebrew Bereshit = In the beginning.) 
 
In some ways I would prefer to start with the other story.  Somehow I prefer it. 
 
Why keep both?  Why did the Priests not get rid of the other. 
The Editors, if we can call them that, when the Bible was being put together, didn’t 
worry about contradiction.  A long-loved and handed-down story held a message 
from God, they respected their ancestor’s wisdom, and so both are included. 
 
(In other places they will merge traditional stories to form one story. )  
 
The power of storytelling is obvious.  Most of you could probably have told me these 
two stories to some extent, but if I asked you to give me the details of the Laws set 
down in Leviticus I doubt it would be so easy, forgive me if that is not so. 
But stories easily pass on what we have to say and are memorable. 
 
Easter Vigil readings 
 
So the first story of Genesis opens our Easter Vigil readings. 
In the time we have today can we look briefly at one or two others? 
 
 



 

The second reading we can have is the Sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22: 1-19 and this 
is very different. 
Read this and see what you think? 
 
Before we look at the passage think about who might be telling the story.  What sort 
of community?  From the the scene here and back in 12:1 and for all the Abraham 
Story this is clearly from a nomadic tradition. No doubt edited over the ages.  But a 
nomadic community pass on its traditions through story telling.  Few if any would be 
aware of writing or reading.  You can see from the story we have just read how good 
a story it was to tell and how people must have loved telling it  around the fire in the 
evening.  Some stories they liked so much they used them again.  Abram was not 
always a nice guy, Father in Faith or not.  In 12:10-20, out of fear, he pretends his 
wife is his sister and  hands her over to Pharaoh.  This happens again in Chapter 
20:1-18 in Chapter 26 but by Isaac this time.  So this is a very early story in the 
Israelite tradition. 
 
Just want to pick out some things as it seems so odd that God would ask someone to 
sacrifice his own son. 
 
Remember: 
1) This is the only child, deeply loved, born very late and there is no chance of 

another child. 
2) On him, for Abraham, relies the future of his family 
3) for everyone the future of salvation history 
 
For Jews it is central to their theology. 
1) God calls Abraham and he says: Here I am.  In Hebrew ‘Hineni' which includes 

the qualities of alertness, attentiveness, receptivity. 
2) God says: “Go to the land of Moriah,” where the sacrifice is to take place.  The 

word for ‘Go’ here is the same as the one God used to order Abraham to go to the 
promised land in Ch. 12: 1-9 at the start of the story of Abraham, again the story 
is about responding in faith. 

3) Isaac carries his own wood for the sacrifice.  For Jews later under the Romans 
this too carried an image of the cross, as it does now for us with even greater 
significance. 

4) The binding of Isaac is a great act of obedience.  The Jewish name for this story 
is ‘The binding’ and it is seen as the tenth and last test of Abraham.  

5) The ram looks to the Pascal lamb in Exodus, and for us Jesus as the Lamb of 
God. 

 
So this is Abraham’s final expression of, test of faith.  At Easter we make a 
declaration of faith, before either being baptised or our renewal of our baptismal 
promises.  Our declaration is made possible by the sacrifice of Jesus. 
Only after a declaration of faith is baptism or renewal of vows possible.  
 



 

 
The next reading is the crossing of the Red Sea.  But I will pass that by.  Though it is 
the most significant of the Old Testament readings I think we can see the links to 
baptism and Easter quite clearly. 
 
 
But readings 4 and 5 are from Isaiah.  Isaiah 54:5-14 and Isaiah 55:1-11 
 
Modern scholars usually agree that Isaiah has three parts to it.  Chapters 1-39, 40-55, 
56-65, and that 40-55 were written in the weakness, humility and suffering of the 
Exile in Babylon, when Israel seemed to have lost all that had been promised to 
Abraham out of their own rejection of God.  A time of desperation and loss of hope. 
This is where our two passages come from. 
 
However during the Exile Israel discovers that God is not only present in the Temple, 
which they have lost at this time.  God is present wherever they are.  It is the 
SOLIDARITY of God with the in their distress that is so important.  This is the 
message for the people in our two readings here. 
Isaiah 40 opens: ‘Console my people,’ or ‘Comfort ye, my people,’ (as in the King 
James Version and The Messiah). 
There is no angry God here.  They have suffered enough.  God loves them even now 
after their betrayal of him.  (Think of the Prodigal Son in Luke 15:11-32.) 
 
Read 54:5-14.  I am choosing this passage of the two as its imagery does not always 
appeal to us today. 
The passage is about restoring, reconciling a relationship. It is about God reaching 
out to his people even though they have sinned (exactly what God is doing for us 
through Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross.)  
The imagery the writer chooses is of a husband forgiving a wife he believes let him 
down.  

How? Is it through betrayal as at the beginning of Hosea?  No,  here it is 
through failing to have children.  She is barren, (foresaken and distressed, like the 
Israelites in Exile) which is a common theme in the Old Testament.  Today when we 
are more aware, we find this kind of imagery unsettling, if not totally objectionable. 
However this is a case where we have to step back into the world of the writer and 
see what he is trying to say.  

Why does the writer use this kind of image?  Because for him, and it probably 
was a him, the only way a child could be born here was if God intervened.  That is 
the way we have to see the story.  It is about God powerfully intervening to rescue 
Israel.  Who has actually failed God, it is not a wife, but Israel, here the wife of God, 
as St. Paul will call the Church the bride of Christ in Ephesians (5:21-33).  Having 
left Israel because of its failure he now returns, out of love. 

He comes back to Israel even though they have done little to show their love in 
return. 
 



 

So the second image is from Noah.  There are two ways the Covenant between 
God and his people is expressed, one where God will act if we respond, the other 
where God acts for us regardless of our response (as with Jesus in the New 
Testament.)  The most famous sealing of the Covenant where this unilateral deal is 
made is with Noah and the rainbow, when God promises never to destroy his people 
again, however we behave. 

Good words here for our coronavirus times: “unhappy creature, storm-tossed, 
disconsolate…my love for you will never leave you and my covenant of peace with 
you will never be shaken.” 

As we renew our Easter promises, this is the God to whom we  can entrust 
ourselves.  Who will never let us down; who will always love us. 
 

Who might have written this?  A more advanced community than that of the 
Abraham story surely.  Drawing on old writings, more complex in its arguments.  It 
probably emerges from the religious community that was keen to lead Israel back to 
Jerusalem from the Exile.  A settled community with a literate class, but one crying 
out for freedom. 
 
In the Old Testament we are given stories of the various ways God has acted, 
sometimes acting for his people, as at the Exodus, leading them to safety and then 
offering a covenant of support and love. 

Then there are the stories of when God acts with us,  God being with us as in 
the Exile, that lowest point for the Israelites.  (More of Sam Wells and I will come to 
this later.) 
 
When we look next at Matthew’s gospel we will see this again. 
 
 
What is striking is the respect that each age had for the experience of previous ages. 
They may have edited it, but held on to what was being handed down. 
 
 
 
End of part one. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part Two.  Matthew’s gospel. 
 
Matthew  
 
This year we have been reading Matthew, so I thought we would have a look. 
For this you will need a Bible to refer to again. Mainly the New Testament. 
 
Matthew’s gospel was never my favourite, but I found a way in that helped so I 
thought I would share it with you, and that really is the name ‘Emmanuel.’ We will 
come to this later. 
 
First have a look at the Format.  There are five great discourses or chats by Jesus. 
Some have suggested that the structure is based on five books of the Torah; Genesis, 
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, part of the thesis that Matthew’s 
gospel is based on a very Jewish community. 
The discourses are: Chapters 5-7 (Sermon of the Mount), Chapter 10 (on Mission), 
Chapter 13 (on the Kingdom of Heaven), Chapter 18 (on the Church), and Chapters 
24-25 (on Judgement and the end times). 
You might have spotted that they balance each other around Chapter 13 on the 
Kingdom of Heaven.  So 5-7 are on how to lead our lives, while 24-25 is on 
judgement on that.  Chapter 10 is on mission, while chapter 18 is on the results of 
mission, the Church.  So let us continue. 
 
Who is telling the story? Who is it written for and by? 
A writer or more than one is answering questions for a community that had been 
Christian now for 50 years at the most, since the gospel is written about  80 AD. 
Looking at the style of writing most people think this community has a very Jewish 
base for reasons such as it has a Hebrew style in number of quotes from  the Hebrew 
Bible, it’s format as I said, and its accurate knowledge of Judaism compared to say 
Mark.  
 
What sort of community could it have been? 
For a start, a base of Jewish converts to Christianity.  Then add  ‘God-fearers’ as St. 
Paul calls them, people who liked Judaism but could or would not join, perhaps 
because of circumcision or their jobs with the administration.   Christianity welcomed 
women, and it was more ready to evangelise, as well accept all races. 

 



 

Some might be wealthy but many poor, even slaves, so there was a greater equality, 
(though as St. Paul makes clear this could break down).  They would be in small 
house groups now and quite nervous of the authorities, and not sure where they stood 
with regard to Judaism.  Were they still Jews or not (the same battles as in the time of 
St. Paul)? Some might still have been going to the synagogue.  (We see a real break 
in John’s gospel later. See the man born blind story in John 9 where his parents fear 
being excluded from synagogue.) 
 
 
So what do we have? 
1) Small communities. 
2) Still attached to their Jewish roots for many. 
3) More diverse than they were used to 
4) Looking for an identity perhaps.  Who are they?  What sort of community should 

they be? 
 
Questions for us too at this time in the Church’s life in Britain. 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Matthew Chapter  28  (Read this.) 
 
So let’s look at the gospel.   Now some people like to read the last chapter in a book 
when they start it, I am not sure why.  But that is what we are going to do. 
Let’s look particularly at 28:16-20, which is often called ‘The Great Commission.’ 
 
What are the most important verbs here?  
To go 
to make disciples 
to baptise 
to teach. 
 
Of these I suggest ‘to make disciples’ is the most important.  I was struck by this 
when reading  ‘Divine Renovation,’ by James Mallon, which very popular in parishes 
just now, St. Joseph’s Lancaster, and at Grange  (Frs. Philip Connor and  Smyth) are 
looking into this.  How do we become outward looking communities? 
 
If we rewind back to the beginning of the gospel, how does Jesus begin his ministry? 
In Chapter 4 by calling his disciples, beginning the process of forming them.  The 
Greek word for disciple is ‘mathetes', which means ‘apprentice’. 
 
If we accept this, then what the Church is about is making disciples both to carry out 
and hand on the mission of Jesus. 
We are a community in mission and need to be apprentices for Jesus’ mission. 
 



 

 
Here in Chapter 28 Jesus has called the disciples to a mountain in Galilee, possibly 
Tabor.  Why?  Because of the symbolism that mountains represent.  God teaches on 
mountains, for example in the Old Testament on Sinai with the 10 Commandments, 
then here in the Sermon on Mount (Chapters 5-7). 
 
So we have to be, are called to be, announcers, heralds, that will lead people to new 
birth and hope, to baptism.  Disciples who create disciples.  This is the essence of the 
community’s activity. 
 
How can we accomplish this? 
Take the name ‘Emmanuel’.  At Christmas we were reading the beginning of 
Matthew’s gospel, and in the Christmas story, Matthew quotes from the Old 
Testament (Isaiah) and gives Jesus a new name ‘Emmanuel,’ which means ‘God is 
with us’ in Hebrew.  Now at the end, in Chapter 28,  Matthew picks this up, ‘I will be 
with you always, yes, to the end of time.’  We can be disciples because God is with 
us always.  A major part of the disciples’ training is to trust in this. 
 
‘Being with.’ 
  
I want to pick something up here on the theme of ‘being with.’  I came across the 
vicar Sam Wells at the time of the feast of the Baptism of the Lord, and much of what 
I say here comes from reflecting on what he has written, (even if poorly understood 
by me perhaps.) I was passing St. Martin in the Fields, in London, where I used to 
work, and he is the vicar and I went in for the lunchtime concert.  He spoke between 
the various pieces of music.  As it was about the time of the Feast of the Baptism of 
the Lord that was his theme.  I was struck by what he had to say. 
The baptism story is in three parts: 
1) the Heavens open, 
2) the Father’s voice blesses the Son and speaks of his love, his favour, 
3) and the Spirit descends upon the Son. 
 
Acting together, the Trinity, the greatest example of being with each other in love, 
begin Jesus’ mission together, sending him out.  As I mentioned before, God acts for 
us sometimes, more often God is simply with us. 
 
Consider the Incarnation. 
Looking at the Old Testament we saw Exodus, God acting for us. 
At the Exile, God’s solidarity was with his people. We saw in Isaiah chapters 40-55 
in the Exile, that they sensed God was with them in their sorrow. 
 
Perhaps the essence of the Incarnation, in Jesus taking on our humanity, can be 
summed up as God’s desire to be with us in our troubles, our lives. 
 
 



 

We never really talk about his life of 30 years before his mission takes off, but what 
is he doing in them? Is it of no account? 
Sam Wells pointed out that he is simply living with us, sharing our existence.  He 
relishes being with us.  You could sum up this time as a time of patience, presence, 
and gentleness.  It takes us back to the Garden of Eden where we are simply with God 
in harmony.  God walking among us. 
 
He says there are two crises for humanity: mortality and isolation, both of which we 
try to escape, often through very bad means, toxic means at times. 
 
Jesus offers resurrection in response to mortality (but has no intention of avoiding our 
life here on earth, no escape from the its sorrows and joys, they are to be lived and 
grown through.) 
For isolation he offers his presence, his friendship, simply being with, and the desire 
to draw people together which he does all through his Mission. 
 
Sam Wells takes the example of Jerzy Popieluszko. 
In the 1980s crisis in Poland, the Communist Government at the time enforced 
martial law.  Lech Walesa formed the famous union he called Solidarity.  But who 
reaches everyone?  A young priest, with no special training in a distant part of 
Poland, starts to preach on the radio on Catholic Social Teaching and Justice.  He 
brings people together.  He is with them through the media of radio.  After several 
attempts on his life, he is killed at 37 by the Secret Service.  A quarter of million 
people attend his funeral. 
 
We have a mission to preach Jesus and his justice.  (In a moment we will come to 
Matthew’s ethics.) 
 
(Remember that Jesus never preaches himself but the Kingdom of Heaven (the reign 
of justice), while the apostles then preach Jesus.) 
 
Now at the baptism we saw the Father blessing Jesus, a very Old Testament thing to 
do, a father blesses his son (remember Esau and Jacob,) empowering Jesus to be with 
us all.  We said that the Father is with Jesus in his mission.  On his mission, Jesus 
shares what he has received, and it is clearly an Exodus event, when Jesus goes into 
the water, directly linked to the liberation of the people, and to the image of Moses. 
Jesus comes with an offering of freedom for us, of healing, and love.  Love leads to 
compassion. 
 
 
 
If we accept one theme (or two themes) of Matthew’s gospel as call and mission. 
Another is his solidarity with us. 
From the last especially comes compassion. 
 



 

 
 
COMPASSION  
 
For Matthew compassion is at the core of ‘being with someone.’ 
In Chapters 10-12  Matthew tackles Discipleship. 
Just before this, at the end if Chapter 9 it says of Jesus (expressing his compassion for 
us): 
“And when he saw the crowds he felt sorry for them because they were harassed and 
dejected, like sheep with out a shepherd.”  This is our introduction to what comes 
next. 
 
So what is he going to do about the need of the people? 
Straightaway to his disciples he says:  “The harvest is rich but the labourers are few, 
so ask the Lord of the harvest to send labourers to his harvest.” 
 
Now in the centre of these chapters (10-12), which is only in Matthew, and very 
well-known is this prayer of Jesus: 
“Come to me all you who labour and I will give you rest. Shoulder my yoke and learn 
from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 
Yes, my yoke is easy and my burden light.” 
 
So the Mission has to be one of Compassion. 
Anyone remember the film The Mission? 
It has a very famous theme tune by Ennio Morricone, but is about the tragedy of the 
conversion to Christianity of the native people in Paraguay. At first the Franciscans 
live with the people and marvel at their ability to learn and the skills that they have, 
and appreciate them. 
Then the civil powers, aided by Church authorities, want to enslave them.  There is a 
very nasty Cardinal. 
Baptism as we have seen must be about Freedom and it must be done 
compassionately.  This is not always a lesson we have learnt. 
But it is at the centre of Matthew’s Mission and his ideal of and for the Church. 
 
So as Chapter 10 begins, Jesus calls the twelve apostles, and in v.16 says: 
“Remember I am sending you out…”  Apostle in Greek means to send out.  They are 
called (Chapter 4) and then sent out. 
But in this passage he is urging them to compassion and generosity: 
1) Proclaim the Kingdom is close at hand (rescue is near) 
2) Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the leper, cast out devils. 
3) Give without charge 
4) v.11 seek out someone worthy and stay with him until you leave. 
At the heart of the process discipleship and mission is sharing the life of people, 
living with them. 
 



 

 
The task is to liberate them from all that binds them. 
To suffer with them, com-passion means suffering with.  (As we see of Jesus later.) 
Compassion another way of expressing ‘being with.’ 
 
For  Matthew how we live is important too. 
Invv. 9-10, Jesus says take no gold, no silver or coppers, no haversack. 
These qualities of mission, which have to be of the missionary also, are what 
expresses the word in practical ways and so draws people to Jesus’ Kingdom. 
 
We are coming up to the feast of Oscar Romero soon, but the vital moment that 
changed his life was seeing the death of two of his priests who had been living with 
the poor, and suffering with them. 
 
Also in the life of Pope Francis, and shown in the latest film about him and Pope 
Benedict: he was a very conservative Jesuit Rector in Buenos Aires who tried to 
accommodate to life with the Military Regime. But it was the arrest of two of his 
priests who were living with the poor that eventually changed him.  One of whom 
forgave him and one didn’t. 
 
—————————————————————————————-—— 
Ethics 
 
So the community is essentially Missionary and Compassionate. 
But is there anything more that Matthew says about the life of the Community? 
In Chapter 16 Matthew calls this community “Church” for the first time.  He uses this 
word twice but it never appears in any other gospel.  

Then chapter 18 makes clear that forgiveness within the church community is 
essential.  But does he say more about this?  How we should live?  Indeed he does. 
He has a clear identity for them, made up of a clear way of life. 
There is a moral code of ethics for this community. 
Go to Chapter 5 and we begin with the Beatitudes and they are followed by a variety 
of re-interpretations of the Jewish Law by Jesus.  Two things are happening here: 
1) Jesus is basing himself on the Law, fulfilling it.  5:17 “Do not imagine I have 

come to abolish the Law.” 
2) He claims the right to interpret the Law authoritatively himself.  He is declaring 

his divine right to do so. 
 
In Exodus God gives Moses 10 commandments as the basis for life within the new 
free Israel (613 in all with what follows.)  These are rules on:  
1)How to live with God 
2) How to live with the family 
3) How to live with each other, social life. 
 
 



 

Jesus follows this format here. 
If we look at the Beatitudes are there any particular words or phrases that express this 
new community’s approach life? 
1) Humility  (poor in spirit) 
3) Gentleness 
4) Mourning, comforting 
5) Desire for righteousness  (For others) (Solidarity with) 
6) Mercy 
7) Peacemakers 
 
Again there is a clear element of being with, and in some cases expressed in acting 
for others. 
 
If we look further at the rest of the chapter that follow what do we see, including 
some examples which raise some difficult questions: 
1) Do not kill is further interpreted to include brotherly/ sisterly love and  concern. 

5: 21-26 
8) Do not commit adultery to ‘How do we look at others.’  To have respect for 

them.  5: 27-30 
9) It is tough on divorce.  What do we make of this today? 5:31-32 
10) Not break your oath.  Does this mean ‘my word is my bond’? 5:33-37 
11) Offer no resistance to the wicked.  Offer the other cheek, give up your cloak (be 

selfless), LOVE YOUR ENEMIES and pray for those who persecute you; 5: 
38-48 

12) Do good works and prayer in secret; 6: 1-18 (where we find the Our Father.) 
13) Trust in providence; 6:25-34 
14) Do not judge; 7:1-5 
15) Treat others as you would want them to treat you; 7:12 
 
Going back to the format we mentioned at the start, these chapters parallel Chapters 
24-25.  Look at the famous parable in chapter 25 about the sheep and the goats.  This 
is the core of how the community is and is not to live, ‘when you did this to the least 
of my brothers, you did it to me.’ 
 
What do we make of such a community?  Is it feasible?  Too naive?  Does our 
Church today look like this? 
 
How can we live it? 
 
Matthew had a clear idea that it could be lived because with Christ we have passed 
into a new era.  The old rules no longer apply.  We are free to live in a new way. 
That is a fruit of baptism.  Matthew elaborates on Mark’s version of the death of 
Jesus with earthquake and tombs opening and bodies rising from the dead  and to be 

 



 

seen later walking through the city.  Strange language but it is there to express that 
there is a new power alive in the world now. 
The death of Jesus has dramatically opened this new era. 
Baptism is our entrance to this new way of life, seeing in a new way. 
The Spirit empowers us. 
Now can live it, if we trust. 
 
Matthew’s gospel gives us a complete picture of the Church.  How it comes about, 
what it offers, how we are to be welcomed into it and welcome others, how we are to 
live as brothers and sisters of the Kingdom, and most of all how it demands of us that 
we share the good news. 

 


