
MATTHEW INTRODUCTION PART 2 

 

The introduction to any book of the Bible is just as important for us to understand as what we find within its pages. 
As a matter of fact, it is only when we have taken the time to introduce ourselves to the book, that we have the 
tools necessary to correctly exegete and exposit its content.  Such introductory knowledge is obtained by asking 
the questions of Who? When? How? What? Why? and Where? 
 
1. (Who?) is the author of the book? 
The external evidence is unanimous that the author is the same as the 8th listed apostle, Matthew the tax collector 
(Mat 10 2-3). 
*Correction to last week: Levi was used by tribes other than Levi (e.g. Luk 3:33 w/29-30). However, chances are 
still very high Matthew was a Levite. 
 
2. (When?) was the book written? 
Sometime before 70 A.D. 
*Correction to last week: Peter did not die in Rome (but Jerusalem). However, chances are still very high he 
preached in Rome (as the source material for Mark’s gospel) per Irenaeus’ account.  
 
3. (How?) relevant is the book to our Christian lives today? 
Matthew’s relevance is easily discernible when one considers the wealth of topics/issues that are addressed 
through its established instruction. 
 
4. (What?) is the historical context of the book? 
In other words, what was the geographical, political, economic, sociological and religious setting of the first 
century world that Jesus lived and ministered in? Such categories of historical context are imperative to the 
interpretative process. This is especially true when the material under consideration is derived from a 
different/ancient culture and time. Without such knowledge, the reader will most assuredly be guilty of 
anachronistic presumptions and personal bias (Gal 3:10 – “works of the law…under a curse”; Tit 2:5 – “working at 
home”). 
 
 4.1. Geographical 
Assuming we know all those places Jesus went during His earthly life and ministry, the sum total travelled is less 
than 2,000 miles existing within the three main regions of ancient Israel (i.e. Palestine). Because of its diverse 
topography, each region was host to a different ecosystem and climates. From North to South they are:  
 
4.1.1. Galilee  
Jesus’ home during His earthly life was a place of immense beauty, especially the coastal areas around the sea of 
Galilee. Though incredibly windy and subject to severe storms, this fresh-water lake provides an abundant supply 
of fish to the surrounding area. With good rainfall and great soil composition, Galilee is also home to some of 
Israel’s best flora and farming. Temperatures range from 83 degrees in the summer months to high 50s in the 
winter. Closest American equivalent = Southern California. 

“Lower Galilee…was Israel’s lushest region, known for its sunny, temperate climate and its spring-watered lands. 
Each spring the valleys and slopes became an ocean of wildflowers and blossoming trees. Beginning in March, the 
area was covered by a vast blanket of green. The fertile land was a texture of vineyards and fruit orchards. Grapes, 
figs, olives, pomegranates, oranges, and other fruits flourished in its pleasant, subtropical climate.” – Charles Pope 
 
“Its nature is wonderful as well as its beauty; its soil is so fruitful that all sorts of trees can grow upon it, and the 
inhabitants accordingly plant all sorts of trees there; walnuts…flourish there in vast plenty; there are palm trees also, 
which grow best in hot air; fig trees also and olives grow near them, which yet require an air that is more temperate. 
One may call this place the ambition of nature, where it forces those plants that are naturally enemies to one another 
to agree together; it is a happy contention of the seasons, as if every one of them laid claim to this country; for it not 
only nourishes different sorts of autumnal fruit beyond men’s expectation, but preserves them a great while; it 
supplies men with the principal fruits, with grapes and figs continually, during ten months of the year and the rest of 
the fruits as they become ripe together through the whole year.” – Josephus 
 
Relevant cities: Capernaum (Mat 4:13-14), Cana (Joh 2:11), Nazareth (Mat 2:23) 
 
Major landmarks: Sea of Galilee (largest fresh-water lake in Palestine, roughly 100 sq. miles), Sermon on the Mount 
location (Mat 5:1; today this area is called the “Mount of Beatitudes” near Gennesaret). 

4.1.2. Samaria  
A very rocky and mountainous region, Samaria would have made for difficult travel for Jesus and His disciples. It 
did however possess several fertile valleys suitable for grazing large animals (cattle) and terrace farming. The 
temperature range in this region was much greater than Jesus’ home in North. Summers can be anywhere from to 
64 degrees to 100 degrees, whereas the winter can bring temperatures as low as the 40s. Closest North American 
equivalent = Northwest Texas. 
 
Relevant cities: Sychar (Joh 4:5), Arimathea (Mat 27:57) 
 



Major landmarks: Mount Gerizim (2.8k ft. above sea level, holy mtn. of the Samaritans – Joh 4:21-23) 
 
4.1.3. Judea  
The southern-most portion of ancient Palestine and host of its most important mountain and city (Mt. 
Zion/Jerusalem), Judea is also very rocky and hilly in portions (e.g. the hills of Judea). In addition, Judea possesses a 
desert which stretches from east Jerusalem to the Dead Sea. Though both crops and livestock are maintained in 
this region, heavy cultivation and irrigation are necessary due to its poor soil quality and drier climate. Due to their 
greater suitability to such areas, smaller livestock such as sheep, were the occupation of many in the ancient 
Judean countryside. Temperatures here are also more extreme, ranging from 53 degrees to 108 degrees in 
summer, to as low as 25 degrees in the winter. The Judean region does also receive frost - and occasionally, even 
snow. It is here then, that Jesus and His disciples would have experienced the hottest as well as coldest weather. It 
is here also that they would have regularly encountered shepherds grazing their flocks. North American equivalent 
= Northern New Mexico 
 
Relevant cities: Jericho (Luk 10:30), Emmaus (Luk 24:13), Jerusalem (Mat 23:37), Bethlehem (Mat 2:1)   
 
Major landmarks: Mount Zion (2.5k ft. above sea level), Mount of Olives (2.6 k ft. above sea level), Dead Sea 
(deepest hypersaline lake in the world - 997 ft), Judean Desert/Wilderness 
 
*HOW THIS HISTORICAL CONTEXT HELPS: (Mat 4:1, 5:1, 13:1-30, 47-50, 21:18-21, 25:31-46). 
 
4.2. Political  
By the time of Jesus’ birth, Israel (i.e. Palestine) had been under Roman rule for 300 years with its own governors, 
state officials and military serving in each province (e.g. Pontius Pilate: Roman governor of Judea from 26 – 36 AD; 
Herod the Great/Archelaus/Antipas: appointed as regional kings by Rome). Occupation by the Romans created 
great tension for the Jews. God had promised not only to give Palestine to them, but also to provide their own king 
–not a foreigner as their leader (Deu 17:15). This is why then the Jews (even Jesus’ disciples) were expecting Him 
(as Messiah) to possess a political agenda (Luk 13:1; Act 1:6) 
 
*HOW THIS HISTORICAL CONTEXT HELPS: (Mat 5:38-42, 22:17-21) 
 
4.3. Economic 
Being under Roman rule was not as bad as it might seem during the time of Jesus’ life and ministry. Though there 
was political corruption and the possibility of military oppression, the economic situation was much different. It 
was essentially a “golden age” of great prosperity in the areas of economic growth and personal wealth. This was 
true for the following reasons: 
 
4.3.1. Low interest rates and moderate taxation  
During Emperor Augustus’ reign (27 B.C. – 14 A.D.), interest rates were the lowest in Rome’s history. Taxes also 
were assessed by community and flattened to a fixed amount. Though creating greater wealth for the wealthy, this 
proved to be advantageous for everyone. Because of the low interest rates, such surplus amounted to further 
investment in the economy and a greater supply of money to the overall populace. Not only that, but because it 
was a fixed amount (versus a percentage), increased productivity meant increased profit margins for even the poor 
or middle class. Hence, a more affluent economy overall. 
 
“Under the Augustinian system communities were only liable for a fixed payment. Thus any increase in income 
accrued entirely to the people and did not have to be shared with Rome. Individuals knew in advance the exact 
amount of their tax bill and that any income over and above that amount was entirely theirs. This was obviously a 
great incentive to produce, since the marginal tax rate above the tax assessment was zero. In economic terms, one 
can say that there was virtually no excess burden.” – Bruce Bartlett (Cato Journal) 
 
4.3.2. Public works spending  
 Jesus’ life and ministry witnessed the Empire’s biggest undertaking of public works. Rome was key in 
restoring/building many of the religious centers in the Empire – including Jerusalem (e.g. Herod’s Temple). Such 
public projects included also the creation of accessible roads and market-place ports. Implied in both cases, is the 
supply also of military support for the purpose of seeing that both roads and ports were safe from bandits and 
pirates. The genius of Rome in this respect is what made possible (also) the rapid movement of the gospel across 
the Empire (in this light consider, 1Ti 2:1-4).   
 
 "He who has not seen Herod's building, has never in his life seen a truly grand building." - Talmud 
 
4.3.3. Food subsidies 
Rome provided free grain/bread rations to all of her citizens from just before the time of Christ until her end 
several centuries later. Such incentives proved to not only reduce hunger–related issues within the Empire, but 
also the number of slaves.        
 
“In 58 B.C., Clodius… began distributing…grain for free. The result was a sharp increase in the influx of rural poor 
into Rome, as well as the freeing of many slaves so that they too would qualify for the dole. Under Augustus, the 
number of people eligible for free grain increased again to 320,000. The distribution of free grain in Rome remained 
in effect until the end of the Empire.” – Bruce Bartlett 
 
*HOW THIS HISTORICAL CONTEXT HELPS: (Mat 6:19-33, 14:13-21, 15:32-39, 19:1-30 - esp. v.25, 21:12-13, again 
22:17, 24:1). 


