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Abstract 

Chad Venters— ‘Exploring Psalm 80 as a Source for Matthew 25:31—46’  

A Thesis for Doctor of Philosophy  

Middlesex University/London School of Theology, 2018 

 

 
The Sheep and the Goats passage, in Matthew 25:31—46, is the climax of Jesus’ fifth great 

discourse.  A tapestry of rich images and titles are woven into this scene of judgment, in which 

the ‘Son of Man’ is an enthroned shepherd and king who will judge πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, placing the 

sheep at the preeminent right and the goats in condemnation at the left.  Such an eclectic series of 

images and titles presents an opportunity for exploring the background sources for this passage. 

 

This thesis argues that Psalm 80 (Psalm 79 LXX) is an important source for the composition of 

Matthew 25:31—46.  Psalm 80 provides a religio—political background for understanding the 

devastation facing Judaism at the hands of the Romans.  Viewing Psalm 80 as a source for 

Matthew 25:31—46 accounts for the diversity of images found in the Sheep and the Goats and 

provides further insight into the meaning of the passage.  This reading of the Sheep and the 

Goats contends that the story is not focused on world—ending judgment.  The text is describing 

a cataclysmic shift in which God’s vineyard has been taken from Israel and given to the church 

and the nations. 

 

This research augments the larger corpus of Matthean studies, contributing to the less—

prominent research of Psalm 80 as an influential text for multiple passages in the New Testament 

and other first century literature.  Various studies have proposed the prevalence of Psalm 80, 

through scriptural ‘echoes’ and ‘allusions’ in the New Testament.  This research seeks to solidify 

these hypotheses in favour of Psalm 80 as an important background text for the New Testament 

Gospels. 
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Chapter One  

The Sheep and the Goats: Method, History of Research and Date of 

Text 

 

Purpose of Research 

Jesus’ fifth and final discourse in the Gospel of Matthew concludes with the Sheep and the Goats 

in 25:31—46.  The Sheep and the Goats is part of the Olivet Discourse which is classically 

intertwined with the Son of Man vision of Daniel 7.  The discourse is commonly referred to as 

eschatological or apocalyptic, while scholars acknowledge that the fall of the temple in 70 CE is 

the early the subject of the discourse in chapter 24.1  

Matthew 25:31—46 has been the source of much debate in determining how this scene of 

judgment correlates to other visions of ‘the end’.  Additionally, there are several interpretative 

questions regarding the text’s diverse series of images: Who are πάντα τὰ ἔθνη?  Why are sheep 

a symbol of righteousness and goats a symbol of wickedness?  When will this judgment take 

place?  Who are τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων?  Why are acts of charity toward τῶν ἀδελφῶν 

μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων the criteria for judgment?2 

 Jesus is also identified by four distinct titles in the Sheep and the Goats, which may lead 

interpreters to question why these titles and symbols are all used to describe the same figure 

within a span of 16 verses.  While the term Son of Man is universally acknowledged to be drawn 

from Daniel 7, Jesus is subsequently identified in order as a shepherd (ποιμὴν), King (βασιλεὺς) 

                                                           
1 D. Turner, Matthew, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 568—569; J. MacArthur, Matthew 24—28, MNTC 

(Chicago: Moody, 1989), 2—9; J. Broadus, Commentary on Matthew (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1990), 479; C. 

Blomberg, Matthew, NAC (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 350—352; L. Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 593—594; R. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological 

Art (Grand Rapids: Eeerdmans, 1982), 476; C. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1999), 562, 584—586; W.D. Davies & D. Allison, Saint Matthew: Vol III, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 

1997), 326—327; D. Hagner, Matthew 14—28, WBC (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 686—687. 
2 Greek Texts taken from the Novum Testamentum Graece 28. 
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and Lord (κύριος).  What is the source or sources for all of these titles? Are they representative 

of Davidic Messiahship?  Are they all interconnected thematically or are they a Matthean 

amalgam?   

 This thesis will propose a new source text behind the Sheep and the Goats, which 

provides new possibilities for interpreting the passage.  It will set forth the hypothesis that Psalm 

80 was one of the scriptural sources used to craft the Sheep and the Goats.  Arguments will be 

given that the combination of titles used to describe Jesus, as well as the criteria of judgment, can 

be explained if Psalm 80 is one of the essential source texts used in the creation of the Sheep and 

the Goats.  Additionally, it will be argued that the purpose of Matthew 25:31—46 was not to 

describe the end of the space—time continuum, rather it was to build on the theme of judgment 

against Israel when her temple fell. 

To build the case for this thesis effectively, several issues pertaining to the history of the 

Sheep and the Goats, the history of Psalm 80 as a source text and the reading of Psalm 80 themes 

in Matthew will all be necessary.  Chapter one will introduce the methodology, history of 

research, and arguments for Matthew’s appropriate date of composition.  Chapter two will 

examine matters pertaining to apocalypticism and eschatology in order to determine the proper 

classification of this Matthew passage.  Chapter three will briefly examine the interpretation of 

Psalm 80 before considering its history of use in both New Testament and non—biblical texts.  

Chapter four will demonstrate the thirteen points of textual commonality between Psalm 80 and 

Matthew 25:31—46 and how these common points are used between the texts.  Chapter five will 

provide a commentary on Matthew to further the case for reading echoes of Psalm 80 in 

Matthew.  Chapter six will provide a brief conclusion and summarize the application of this new 

reading.   
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Methodology 

The work of Dodd is most directly responsible for the rise of scholarly interest in Psalm 80 as an 

influential text in the New Testament.  As Dodd wrote concerning Psalm 80, 

There is here no passage expressly quoted in the New Testament, but the figure of the 

Vine, which is also the Son of Man and the Man of God’s right hand, combines ideas 

which in the New Testament are so organically united in the person of Christ that it is 

impossible to suppose the parallel accidental.3 

Dodd’s assessment is accurate in that no scholar who has exposited the use of Psalm 80 in the 

New Testament has argued for direct quotation.4  

 Without a definitive quotation from Psalm 80 being used by any New Testament author, 

the methodology for this research will argue for Psalm 80’s direct influence by means of a 

scriptural ‘echo’.  In his influential work on the letters of Paul, Hays outlines a series of seven 

tests one may conduct for the purpose of hearing intertextual echoes.5  The first test is 

availability: was the source of the echo available to the author and original readers?  The second 

is volume: is there an explicit repetition or syntactical pattern between the two texts?  Third is 

recurrence: does the author cite or allude to the scriptural passage elsewhere?  The fourth test is 

thematic coherence: how well does the echo fit into the line of argument being developed.  Fifth 

is historical plausibility: could the author have intended the alleged meaning effect?  The sixth 

test is history of interpretation: have others in either the critical or pre—critical era heard the 

proposed echo?  The last test is satisfaction: ‘With or without clear confirmation from the other 

criteria…does the proposed reading make sense?’6 

                                                           
3 C. Dodd, According to the Scriptures (London: Nisbet & Co, 1953), 101.   
4 This will be examined at length in chapter three through five.  
5 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 29.   
6 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 29—31.  
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 Availability is an obvious criterion as an author cannot allude to or echo a text that did 

not exist or was not available.  Volume is understandably vague as authorial styles differ, making 

it difficult to limit every author to one percentage of volume that qualifies as an echo.  One 

author may choose to adapt the echo into their linguistic style more than another.  This criterion 

is subjective to the interpreter, however, considering volume in tandem with recurrence provides 

additional data to minimise the subjectivity of how much volume is enough to be considered an 

echo.  Recurrence creates a standard that helps distinguish a one—time allusion from an echo.  

An author may allude to a passage on a single occasion, while passages echoed by an author will 

occur more than once. 

 Thematic coherence is the weakest point of Hays’ methodology when considering the 

diverse ways New Testament authors employed Old Testament passages.  Paul, for example, 

uses scripture allegorically as when he compares the Sinai covenant with the slave Hagar, while 

Galatians are compared to Isaac as children of the promise.7  The lineage of Isaac led to the Sinai 

covenant, but Paul has re—crafted this Old Testament narrative to compare the lineage of Hagar 

to the Sinai covenant and the Torah, which is the path of bondage.  Similarly, Matthew speaks of 

Jesus fulfilling scripture by coming out of Egypt as described in Hosea 11.  This Hosea passage 

describes the exodus and Israel’s impending fate of being subject to Assyria (11:5).   

Both Paul and Matthew do more than echo the Old Testament precursor texts in these 

examples, while taking liberties with the themes.  The degree of thematic coherence must be 

deduced on a case by case basis, but similar to criterion of volume, the measure of coherence is 

subjective.  One may not find Paul’s use of Hagar and Isaac thematically coherent, though he 

                                                           
7 Galatians 3:21—31. 
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irrefutably used that narrative to craft his point.  Therefore, interpreters are prone to see thematic 

coherence differently amongst various proposed echoes.  

Historical plausibility is important to prevent historical anachronisms, though it can also 

be imperiled by scholarly presuppositions.  Apocalyptic and eschatological literature is subject to 

a variety of presuppositions that may come into conflict with proposed echoes that do not fit a 

particular paradigm.8  Thus the criterion is agreeable, so long as the historical plausibility is the 

true issue and not the scholar’s bias.  History of interpretation is also valuable, though in research 

such as this, the original scholarly contribution is the proposed echo, which will have no history 

of interpretation.  Therefore, a proposed history of echoes and allusions of the precursor text in 

other passages may serve to validate the potential echo.   

Making sense of the echo will be subject to the same issues as thematic coherence when 

considering the creative exegesis of New Testament authors.  Taking Hays’ method as a 

cohesive whole is valuable for testing echoes while acknowledging potential ambiguities in the 

criteria.  Hays’ echo test will be used to help determine the validity of the proposed Psalm 80 

echo, though it will not be treated as the only method. 

 According to Hays, Matthew’s use of the Old Testament involves his distinct prooftext 

‘fulfillment’ introduction, which he uses as a rubric on ten occasions.9  Three other Old 

Testament quotations (2:5—6, 3:3, and 13:14—15) bear close affinity to the ‘fulfillment’ 

formula, while the words of Jesus in the Gethsemane narrative (26:54, 26:56) also fulfill the 

prophets, though no specific source quotation is offered.  ‘Cumulatively, these passages frame 

                                                           
8 This will be discussed at length in chapter two and throughout the thesis. 
9 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2016), 107. Quotation formulas 

found in 1:22—23, 2:15, 2:17—18, 4:14—16, 8:17, 12:17—21, 13:35, 21:4—5, 27:9. 
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Israel’s Scripture as a predictive text pointing to the events in the life of Jesus’.10  Half of the 

significant hermeneutical directives are placed before the baptism, presenting Israel’s history as 

the figurative design pointing to Jesus’ life.11  Hays also counts at least sixty explicit Old 

Testament quotations in Matthew, meaning the fulfillment formula constitutes only one—fifth of 

the quotations.12  There are also hundreds of indirect Old Testament allusions in Matthew as he 

devised a narration that re—narrates the story of Israel.13 

 Hays is correct that many of Matthew’s hermeneutical directives occur early in the text.  

However, there is more to the fulfillment and re—narration than pointing to the life of Jesus.  

Matthew presents a Jesus who walks the path Israel should have walked, leading to the moment 

when their Messiah is presented before them, and ultimately rejected.  This narrative 

development will ultimately result in the question: who are God’s chosen people?14 

 Hays’ scholarship provides seminal research into hearing echoes in scripture, which has 

inspired a variety of literature on the subject since its publication.  Arguments will be made in 

chapter five that Psalm 80 is an echo found in the Sheep and the Goats that passes six of Hays’ 

seven tests.  History of interpretation is the only criteria not met, but the original scholarship in 

this thesis is adding Psalm 80 to that history of interpretation.  Hays’ contribution on the subject 

has been invaluable, though it need not be the only standard for proposing scriptural echoes.  

Hays’ work is a valuable resource and one used to shape the argument for Psalm 80’s influence 

                                                           
10 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 107. 
11 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 108. 
12 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 109.   
13 R. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 109. 
14 This question is discussed at length in chapters four and five. 
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on the Sheep and the Goats in this thesis.  The echoed use of Psalm 80 is an indirect quotation, 

which is echoed as part of Matthew’s efforts to re—narrate the story of Israel in the life of Jesus. 

 Matthew’s use of Psalm 80 is not presented as a matter of the scriptural fulfillment 

formula ἵνα πληρωθῇ τὸ ῥηθὲν as used throughout the narrative.15 The proposed use of Psalm 80 

is not a matter of messianic prophecy being fulfilled but a dialogue between the gospel writer 

and his scriptures.  Such a concept is similar to Watson’s assessment of Pauline hermeneutics, 

It follows that, for Paul, what a prophet knows or says will differ from what the apostle 

knows or says.  In this acknowledged difference lies the possibility of dialogue between 

the apostle and the prophet.  The prophet is not simply a cipher for the apostle.  Prophetic 

discourse is one thing, apostolic discourse is another, and, if the latter includes 

interpretation of the former, it does so in a way as to respect its specificity and integrity.16 

A similar principle is being proposed here of a dialogue between Matthew and Psalm 80: it can 

be viewed as both scriptural and prophetic dialogue.  In Matthew 13:35 the author cites Psalm 78 

as a prophetic fulfillment of Jesus’ activities, declaring Asaph who is the credited author of 

Psalms 78 and 80, the status of prophet.  This citation demonstrates both Matthew’s ability to 

dialogue with the psalmist and the importance that can be granted to a specific psalm. 

Contrary to Lunn’s method of using verbal correspondences to establish biblical grounds 

for typology, Psalm 80 does not foreshadow the events of the first century and no typology is to 

be found.17 Matthew instead interacts with a text written about the 8th century BCE fall of Israel 

that had a new meaning in his own day.   

Additionally, this methodology qualifies as an echo meeting more rigid criteria than an 

allusion.  For this research an allusion can be defined as a reference to scripture that has a more 

                                                           
15 See Mt. 1:22, 2:5, 2:17, 4:14, 8:17, 12:17, 13:35, 21:4, 27:9. 
16 F. Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, 2d ed. (New York: T&T Clark Intl, 2016), 20. 
17 N. Lunn, ‘Allusions to the Joseph Narrative in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts: Foundations of a Biblical Type’, 

JETS 55:1 (2012): 30.  
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subordinated role in the shaping of the passage being interacted with.  For example, an allusion 

need not meet any standards of volume, recurrence or thematic coherence.  The work of Johnston 

characterizes allusions by six criteria, 

An allusion is a subtle reference by an author or speaker to a statement, theme, or motif 

from another source…Successful allusions are characterized by six elements.  (1) The 

author must have a literary or cultural tradition from which to derive source material.  (2) 

The audience, or at least a portion of it, must be aware of the source material so that it 

can recognize the allusion made by the author. (3) The author must ‘echo’ enough 

familiar elements from the source material for the audience to pick up on, that is, the 

allusion must contain a ‘signal’ that ‘points’ to the source material. (4) The allusion must 

‘activate’ the source material in a way that creates some kind of rhetorical effect. (5) The 

alluding text must make a subtle change in meaning or referent from the source material 

to create some kind of rhetorical effect. (6) The allusion must be subtle enough to 

surprise an unsuspecting audience—if it is too explicit, it will lose its rhetorical impact 

(just as a joke falls flat if the punch line is too obvious).18 

Johnston’s definition of an allusion is thorough and reasonable, but it characterizes the fine line 

between echoes and allusions.  For the present research, a separation of echoes from allusions 

will be based upon three key elements.  An echo will need to have a larger presence in the book 

or author’s writing than a single passage or story.  Several points of common language with the 

cited source material should be evident to hear the echo of the original passage reverberate in the 

new text.  Lastly, the meaning of the passage using the echo will be significantly shaped by the 

original text being echoed.  In the present case, the meaning of the Sheep and the Goats is 

inexorably tied to Psalm 80; the two are not exclusive.   

For example, Orlund has argued for an allusion between Luke 24:31 and Genesis 3:7 on 

the grounds of linguistic similarities, narrative parallels, the interpretative influence of Genesis 3 

on Luke 24, and the redemptive—historical link.19 According to his analysis the entire story of 

                                                           
18 G. Johnston, ‘Nahum’s Rhetorical Allusions to the Neo—Assyrian Lion Motif’, BSAC 158:631 (2001): 287—288. 
19 D. Ortlund, ‘And Their Eyes Were Opened, And They Knew: An Inter—Canonical Note on Luke 24:31’, JETS 

53:4 (2010): 723—726. 
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the two disciples on the road to Emmaus is shaped by the Genesis 3 narrative in a manner that 

demonstrates a correspondence between the ‘eye opening’ moments in both narratives.20 Though 

Orlund’s research will not be critiqued point by point, in the methodology of this thesis Orlund’s 

work would be qualified as an allusion and not an echo.  The basis for this classification is that 

Genesis 3 has no recurrence in his argument beyond Luke 24, and the verbal linkages are 

minimal.  Should the points he has argued be deemed valid, the present methodology would 

accurately qualify his work as an allusion, which is in fact what he has argued.   

Lunn has proposed an intertextual echo between the narrative of the ark of the covenant 

and John 19:38—20:18, specifically in 20:11 where he argues the angels sitting on either side of 

the missing body echoes the cherubim on the two sides of the ark.21 Again, without critiquing 

Lunn’s arguments point by point with regard to the accuracy of his synopsis, his thesis would 

qualify, at best, as an allusion in the present methodology.  The verbal similarities he notes are 

minimal, the narrative has not been seriously shaped by the ark narrative and the common 

features he describes are from a broad cross—section of ark stories throughout Exodus.22 Based 

on the arguments he puts forward the ark narrative does not share many linguistic characteristics, 

it does not shape the interpretation of John 20 and has no larger impact on the narrative of John 

beyond chapter 20. 

In conclusion, the absence of a direct quotation leaves the possibility of a New Testament 

author interacting with his scriptures through echoes and allusions.  Based the standards being 

used here, an echo will have an impact on Matthew’s text beyond a single passage, will share 

                                                           
20 D. Ortlund, ‘And Their Eyes Were Opened, And They Knew: An Inter—Canonical Note on Luke 24:31’, 725. 
21 N. Lunn, ‘Jesus, The Ark, And the Day of Atonement: Intertextual Echoes in John 19:38—20:18’, JETS 52:4 

(2009): 732—733. 
22 N. Lunn, ‘Jesus, The Ark, And the Day of Atonement: Intertextual Echoes in John 19:38—20:18’, 732—734. 



10 
 
 

stronger linguistic traits than an allusion and will be a key element in interpreting the inter—

canonical dialogue.  Allusions are a subtler recurrence to the New Testament author’s scriptural 

texts.  Psalm 80 transcends the status of allusion; rather it echoes throughout Matthew’s narrative 

into the Sheep and the Goats.23  

History of Research 

The history of research for the Sheep and the Goats that follows will present a diverse sample of 

opinions and conclusions beginning with a micro—summation of the eighteenth century.  There 

is a copious amount of literature on this subject, thus each author examined has been chosen to 

represent the diverse views found in the literature and their time period.   

Eighteenth Century Scholarship24 

A common theme that developed in the research consulted from this period is the 

importance these authors place on synthesizing the Sheep and the Goats with other passages of 

scripture.  For example, Henry and Burkitt quickly dismiss any possibility that charitable works 

merit salvation in order to retain the integrity of their understanding of salvation through faith.25  

Rather, they become signs of faith despite this language being nowhere found in the text.  Calmet 

                                                           
23 This will be discussed in chapter five. 
24 Other Eighteenth Century scholars who addressed this topic: W. Jenks, ed., The New Testament of Our Lord and 

Saviour Jesus Christ Matthew—John (Brattleboro: Fessenden & Co., 1834) 264—267 contains the observations of 

18th century scholar Thomas Scott; J. Bengels, Gnomon Novi Testamenti (Ludwigsberg: Drud und Verlag, 1742), 

179—181.; I. Brastberger, Evangelische Zeugnisse der Warhheit (Stuttgart: Mantler, 1758), 839—856.  
25 M. Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 1750—1751; W. 

Burkitt, Commentary on Matthew 25:31—46 (Accessed from 

http://www.studylight.org/commentaries/wbc/view.cgi?bk=39&ch=25, published from 1700—1703), verses 31—

35. Citations will include verse numbers for ease of viewing as opposed to page numbers.  
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creates a convoluted four stage structure of judgment based on various passages of scripture, 

though such a hierarchy of judgment is not found in the text.26   

Gray identifies one unique eighteenth century author, English Protestant John Heylyn, 

who is the only author of the 18th century to interpret πάντα τὰ ἔθνη as non—Christians.27  

Comparatively, Heylyn translates ἐθνῶν in 10:5 as ‘Gentiles’ and in 28:19 he translates the same 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη as ‘all nations’.28  Identifying individual interpretative elements of the passage has 

continued since the eighteenth century, but critical engagement of the Sheep and the Goats and 

the need to establish a systematic theology were essential features of this pre—critical era. 

Nineteenth—Century Scholarship29 

Porteus equates the Sheep and the Goats with the judgment seat of Christ where all 

humanity will be ‘divided into two great classes, the wicked and the good, those who are 

punished, and those who are rewarded.’30 Religious neutrality is not an option as the lukewarm 

may not reject the gospel, though they care little about it and will not be rewarded kindly.31 

There are different mansions for the righteous and the wicked with different degrees of 

punishment and reward.  Christ’s examination not only concerns exemption from crimes, but 

                                                           
26 A. Calmet, Commentaire Litteral Sur Tous Les Livres De L’Ancien Et Du Nouveau Testament (Paris: Chez Pierre 

Emery, 1715), 549—550. 
27 S. Gray, The Least of My Brothers Matthew 25:31—46: A History of Interpretation (Atlanta: SBL, 1989), 241.   
28 J. Heylyn, Theological Lectures at Westminster—Abbey with an Interpretation of the Four Gospels (London: The 

Strand, 1749), 172, 228. 
29 Other works from this period: F. Knecht, A Practical Commentary on Holy Scripture, Vol. 2 (B. Herdder: St. 

Louis, 1894), 291—295; J. Lange, Das Evangelius Nach Matthaus (Bielerfeld: Berlag von Belhagen, 1857), 361—

369; C. Simeon, Matthew: Horae Homileticae (Accessed from 

http://www.studylight.org/commentaries/shh/view.cgi?bk=39&ch=25, 1832); J. Stow, Thoughts on the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ the Son of God (Greenwich: Richardson, 1846), 599—609; J. Darby, Synopsis of the Books of the Bible 

(Accessed from http://www.christnotes.org/commentary.php?com=drby&b=40&c=25, Written during 19 th century); 

E. Latch, A Review of the Holy Bible (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1884), 379—418; T. Whittemore, Notes and 

Illustrations of the Parables of the New Testament (Boston: Whittemore, 1832), 223—263.  J. Ryle, Expository 

Thoughts on the Gospels: Matthew (New York: Robert Carter & Brothers, 1870). 
30 B. Porteus, Lectures on the Gospel of St. Matthew (London: T. Cadell and W.D. Davies, 1815), 253. 
31 B. Porteus, Lectures, 253—254. 
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also performance of good actions that are rooted in ‘substantial and genuine Christian 

virtues…’32  

 Porteus shows less concern with interpreting the passage through the lens of salvation by 

grace theology as his predecessors.  Though he acknowledges the Sheep and the Goats is not an 

exhaustive declaration of the terms of salvation, he emphasises the judgment of works in a way 

the previously reviewed authors did not.  Porteus’ statement that charity is representative of other 

virtues is well stated without dismissing the value of those works to accommodate the Protestant 

concern with grace.  However, his analysis strangely states that the omission of the blood of 

Christ results from the crucifixion not yet occurring in the text.  While Christ may not have been 

crucified yet, it is clear the judgment takes place at a time beyond the crucifixion.  Whether this 

was Porteus’ attempt to manifest grace in the passage or to confront what he considered the 

scandal of not incorporating the blood of Christ in the judgment, it is a curious conclusion. 

 Clarke writes of the Sheep and the Goats, ‘This must be understood of Christ’s coming at 

the last day, to judge mankind: though the preceding part of the chapter may be applied also to 

the destruction of Jerusalem.’33 Many manuscripts Clarke deems excellent omit the word ‘holy’ 

in reference to the angels.  Clarke welcomes the evidence noting also the possible existence of 

evil angels with the Son of Man who will take the goats as their prey. The nations gathered 

represent the entire Gentile world, with the Jews ‘necessarily included, but they were spoken of 

in a particular manner, in the preceding chapter.’34 Drawing from Virgil’s Eclogues, Clarke 

deduces that sheep and goats were not penned or housed together but may feed in the same 

                                                           
32 B. Porteus, Lectures, 254. 
33 A. Clarke, The New Testament of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ (New York: Waugh & Mason, 1834), 232. 
34 A. Clarke, The New Testament, 232. 
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pasture.  Though joint feeding was possible, the two groups remained in distinct flocks, and in 

Ecologues VII they were only driven together for a music contest.35  

 Clarke provides a full and well—structured treatment as to why sheep are holy and goats 

are not in the Sheep and the Goats.  The use of extra—biblical materials to ascertain an 

understanding of a first century CE perspective on sheep and goats advances the discussion, 

contrasting with other authors of this period who offer no compelling thoughts on the subject.  

He is also correct to question the notion of temporary punishment: the common language 

between the assigned destinies makes it linguistically impossible to claim that one is eternal and 

one is temporary.  One peculiar aspect of Clarke’s writing, that is nowhere hinted at in the 

passage, is the possibility of evil angels taking goats as their prey.  Otherwise his thoughts are 

balanced and show a focus on the internal structure of the passage.   

Keil classifies the Sheep and the Goats as the answer to the disciples’ question about the 

Son of Man’s return in 24:3.36 The separation of faithful disciples from unfaithful disciples 

already received significant attention in the parables of 24:36 through 25:30.  However, it is not 

these parables that link the Sheep and the Goats to the description of the judgment, rather it is 

24:30f, which announces the parousia of the Son of Man with the developing theme of vigilance 

in the parables.37 Keil states that the description of the court—setting, ‘depends on the 

explanation of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.’38 The use of language may only designate those nations who will 

                                                           
35 A. Clarke, The New Testament, 232. 
36 C. Keil, Commentary über das Evangelium des Matthäus (Leipzig: Dorrfling und Franke, 1877), 496. 
37 C. Keil, Commentary über das Evangelium, 496. 
38 C. Keil, Commentary über das Evangelium, 496—497. ‘hängt von der Erklärung des πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.’ 
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dwell upon the earth at the return of Christ as he separates the heathen from the believer.39 

Following this event would be the judgment of all humanity without exception.   

Keil’s conclusion that the image of judgment in the Sheep and the Goats is irreconcilable 

with the larger corpus of New Testament judgment passages avoids the untenable difficulties 

presented by Calmet in his convoluted picture of judgment.  Keil does not appear to consider the 

potential that the Sheep and the Goats is not intended as an instruction manual for the final 

judgment but an inter—textual dialogue between authors of different eras.  Reading John 3:18 

and the Sheep and the Goats with the strictest of literalism creates a tension that only increases 

when incorporating a passage like Revelation 20 into a systematic theology.  However, Keil’s 

unwillingness to dismiss the value of works in the passage, which many authors are prone to do, 

indicates a positive interpretative direction.   

Mansel does not see a contrast in subjects between the previous parables and the Sheep 

and the Goats due to the presence of Ὅταν δὲ (25:31); rather the previous parables exhort 

diligence in light of the coming judgment.40 ‘It is hardly possible to regard this description 

otherwise than referring to the final coming of Christ to judge the world.’41 The text shifts at 

24:36 from the destruction of Jerusalem to focus exclusively on judgment, with Jerusalem 

serving as a foreshadowing of world judgment.  All nations signify all humanity since a 

judgment of non—Christians is inconsistent with verse 34, and a judgment of Christians is too 

narrow for the comprehensive language.  Ezekiel 34:17 resembles the imagery of the sheep and 

the goats but with a variance on applications.  Both passages represent God’s people as sheep 

                                                           
39 C. Keil, Commentary über das Evangelium, 497. 
40 H. Mansel, F.C. Cook ed., The Holy Bible According to the Authorized Version A.D. 1611 with an Explanatory 

and Critical Commentary (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1878), 152. 
41 H. Mansel, The Holy Bible, 152. 
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and Christ as the shepherd.  ‘The contrast between sheep and kids probably has no reference to 

the lascivious nature of the goat, but merely its smaller value in the eye of the shepherd.’42 

The preparation of the kingdom in verse 34 from the foundation of the world applies only 

to the sheep and not the goats, as the predestination of God is never said to be applied to the 

wicked. The sanctified are called Christ’s brethren and the use of ‘them’ denotes the king 

pointing to the general body on his right.43 While doubts exist about the meaning of the word 

αἰώνιον, the two uses of this term apply to life in the same way they apply to death.  Lastly, 

Mansel notes that the language of verse 46 ‘nearly corresponds to the LXX rendering of Daniel 

Xii 2…’44 

Mansel recognises the potential issue of the destruction of Jerusalem and the Sheep and 

the Goats being viewed in the same general timeframe.  Since the discourse begins with Jesus 

talking about the destruction of Jerusalem, an interrupted chronological narrative through the 

discourse would lead to the conclusion Jesus did not return for judgment when he said he would.  

Mansel reconciles this difficulty by making 24:36 the point in the text when the narrative shifts 

away from Jerusalem, though he offers no compelling reason for how this solves the problem.  

Matthew 24:29—31 uses enough common language with the Sheep and the Goats to conclude 

both sections of the discourse are describing the same event.  If the narrative does not shift away 

from Jerusalem until 24:36 then the problem of chronology remains intact.   

 

 

                                                           
42 H. Mansel, The Holy Bible, 152. 
43 H. Mansel, The Holy Bible, 152—153. 
44 H. Mansel, The Holy Bible, 153. 
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Evaluation 

Many commentators from this period continued in the same trend of reconciling this 

image of judgment with other passages from the New Testament, though the rise of critical 

scholarship began to question these presuppositions.  Authors also continued to focus on the 

purpose of the image of sheep and goats, which remains constant through the modern era.  A 

difference emerging in the Nineteenth Century was the willingness of authors to explore extra—

biblical literature, such as Rabbinic writings and the Eccologues, for a deeper understanding of 

the Sheep and the Goats.  Along this same thread, the consistency of scholars appealing to 

Ezekiel 34 as the main source for the sheep and goat imagery became a common feature of the 

literature that is still in effect.  

Twentieth Century and Twenty First Century Scholarship45 

This era has produced the most abundant and diverse scholarship on the Sheep and the 

Goats, including an increasing variety of conservative and critical interpretations.  The majority 

of the authors summarized below represent key dialogue partners in this research that will be 

interacted with throughout the thesis, particularly in chapter five.  To avoid repetition of 

interaction, there will be a brief summation of several works on the Sheep and the Goats below 

and critical interaction will be reserved until the ‘Evaluation’ section at the end of the period in 

question.  These key authors will be treated with greater detail later in the research. 

                                                           
45 Other consulted works from this century: R. Bultmann, Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1931), 123—124; G. Hebert, ‘The Problem of the Gospel According to Matthew’, SJT 

14:4 (1961): 403—413; R. Brandle, ‘Jean Chrysostome— L’Importance De Matth. 25:31—46 Pour Son Ethique’, 

VC 31 (1977): 47—52; D. Via, ‘Ethical Responsibility and Human Wholeness in Matthew 25:31—46’, HTR 80:1 

(1987): 79—100; M. Hutter, ‘Mt. 25:31—46 in der Deutung Manis’, NT XXXIII, no. 3 (1991): 276—282; A. Aarde, 

‘Jesus’ Mission to All of Israel Emplotted in Matthew’s Story’, Neotestamentica 41:2 (2007): 1—20; S. Grindheim, 

‘Ignorance is Bliss: Attitudinal Aspects of the Judgment according to Works in Matthew 25:31—46’, NT 50 (2008): 

313—331; H. Zyl, ‘Discernment as ‘Not Knowing’ and ‘Knowing’: A Perspective from Matthew 25:31—46’, AT 17 

(2013): 110—131.  
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Breen identifies the Sheep and the Goats as a parable of judgment in line with previous 

parables, which exhorted followers to watchfulness leading to the ‘terrible ordeal of judgment.’46 

The world judge is painted in stark contrast with the humility of his earthly dwelling as he is now 

seen in glory with all of his angels. The Sheep and the Goats employs figures of speech that are 

not to be taken literally as the sheep and goats were part of the same flock in ancient Near 

Eastern culture, but the sheep were considered more valuable.  Sheep are emblematic of 

Christian qualities such as innocence and purity, whereas the goats operate on coarser instincts.47  

 The tradition of this judgment taking place in the valley of Jehoshaphat rests on an 

erroneous interpretation of Joel 3:12.  Joel is intended to be figurative as the name Jehoshaphat 

means ‘The Lord Judges’, presenting a vivid picture of judgment in symbolic vision.48 The 

judgment cannot be assigned to a specific site as, in the resurrection, human bodies will not be 

dependent on a place as in mortal life.  Similarly, the colloquy between Christ and the judged 

will be an intellectual event operating on a higher state of being as are all acts of judgment.49 The 

standard of judgment is not merely throwing a large sum of money into a charity as many wicked 

men do such things.  Rather, the action of mercy described comes from a heart made tender and 

merciful through the power of religion.50 ‘The least’ are the poor, unknown and ignorant of the 

world that men pass by without honour, so the Lord’s words here concerning their treatment 

must be taken literally.51 

                                                           
46 A. Breen, A Harmonized Exposition of the Four Gospels (Rochester: John P. Smith Printing, 1908), 79. 
47 A. Breen, A Harmonized Exposition, 81. 
48 A. Breen, A Harmonized Exposition, 81—82. 
49 A. Breen, A Harmonized Exposition, 82. 
50 A. Breen, A Harmonized Exposition, 83. 
51 A. Breen, A Harmonized Exposition, 84. 
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 Luccock’s study of the parables of Jesus draws attention to the two—fold division made 

by the Son of Man in a world of substantial social classifications.52  The divisions of Jew and 

Gentile, Greek and Barbarian, rich and poor, are completely bypassed as judgment is based on a 

person’s relationship to Jesus.53  Luccock associates the divine estimate of goodness in the Sheep 

and the Goats with Isaiah 55:8—9 where Yahweh distinguishes his ways from humanity’s ways.  

His standards of righteousness are in character with his being both Son of God and Son of Man.54 

The parable does not replace religion with philanthropy, nor is a generous person beyond the 

need for religion. Religion and conduct are joined as service to humanity is service to God.  

However, the parable places the highest importance on religion and relationship to Christ.55  

 Box and Slater state that the implication here is a resurrection and judgment that 

comprises the whole human race and is parallel to Daniel 7:2, the Similitudes 51:1 and 4 Ezra 

7:32.56 The imagery of right and left reflects the ancient concept of honour and disgrace, which 

played an important part in some gnostic literature such as The Apocalypse of Abraham. The 

preparation of the kingdom is a common apocalyptic idea that also emphasises predestination, 

while acts of kindness reflect the very best of Jewish thought as seen in Isaiah 53:7, Job 22:7 and 

Ezekiel 18:7.57  The actions of the righteous, ‘it is to be noticed, are prompted by motives of the 

widest humanity.’58 The unique feature of the Heavenly Son of Man is his combination of 

                                                           
52 H. Luccock, Studies in the Parables of Jesus (New York: Abingdon Press, 1917), 124. 
53 H. Luccock, Studies in the Parables, 124. 
54 H. Luccock, Studies in the Parables, 125. 
55 H. Luccock, Studies in the Parables, 129. 
56 G. Box and W. Slater, St. Matthew: The Century Bible (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1922), 332. 
57 G. Box and W. Slater, St. Matthew: The Century Bible, 332—333. 
58 G. Box and W. Slater, St. Matthew: The Century Bible, 333. 
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glorious attributes and human characteristics of love and sympathy with humanity, which 

establishes the significance of Jesus as a Heavenly Messiah.59 

 Murry also classifies the Sheep and the Goats as a parable, stating it was ‘fitly, the last, 

for it is the greatest of all.’60 The parable blends Jesus’ roles as the Son of God, Messiah, judge 

and the great lover of humanity into one.  As the great judge he judges people ‘by the love they 

have shown, not to himself, not to his chosen, but to any man.  For all men were his brothers.’61 

The Sheep and the Goats dissolves the paradox of Jesus’ destiny as he was true to all on the 

brink of his sacrifice.  With a single act of love, people pass the judgment while the loveless are 

eternally damned.62 

Michaels focuses on two important features of the Sheep and the Goats: the 

eschatological setting and Jesus’ use of ‘the least of these my brethren.’63  While the 

eschatological imagery is a continuation of Matthew 24:30f, the latter issue becomes the focus of 

Michaels’ article.  The Sheep and the Goats differentiates two groups of the saved: the least and 

the sheep.64  The key question for Michaels is that if the poor are the general poor of the world, 

the view he says is held by most, then how are they differentiated from πάντα τὰ ἔθνη?  

However, if the least are the Christian community, the sheep that inherit the kingdom would be 

non—Christians who can attain the kingdom of God based on their deeds. 

                                                           
59 G. Box and W. Slater, St. Matthew: The Century Bible, 333. 
60 J. Murry, Jesus: Man of Genius (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1926), 320. 
61 J. Murry, Jesus: Man of Genius, 320. 
62 J. Murry, Jesus: Man of Genius, 321. 
63 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic Hardships and Righteous Gentiles: A Study of Matthew 25:31—46’, JBL 84:1 (1965): 27. 
64 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 27. 
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There is a clear kinship between the Sheep and the Goats and Matthew 10:40—42 in 

reference to the ‘little ones’ and their parallel structure at the end of discourses in Matthew.65 

Both passages associate Jesus with a specific group (little ones or the least) and Matthew 10 also 

distinguishes two groups of the redeemed (the least/disciples and the one who receives them). 

Based on these parallels it can be deduced that the least are Jesus’ twelve disciples, while the 

righteous are those who receive the messengers with love and hospitality. The phrase πάντα τὰ 

ἔθνη is the same in the Sheep and the Goats as it is in Matthew 24:14 and 28:19, and it appears to 

presuppose the completion of the world mission.66 Those being judged are those to whom the 

gospel has been proclaimed and have responded with belief and acts of charity.  There is no 

mention of those who have not heard the gospel.67 

The whole discourse emphasises the need for watchfulness and preparation, and the 

parable of the faithful and wise servant (Matthew 24:45—51) may have an emphasis on leaders 

and ministers over congregations.68  The parable of the Ten Virgins is purely general, but the 

parable of the Talents has several features in common with Matthew 24:45—51 as they both 

specifically address servants.  Thus, if these preceding parables are addressed to leaders and their 

congregations, it would correspond that the Sheep and the Goats is about the responsibility of 

communities to their leaders. The least would be preachers and teachers while the nations are 

those who hear the word.69 Parallels to these ideas can be found in 2 Clement 17:3 and 2 

Corinthians 11:23—29.70 

                                                           
65 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 27—28. 
66 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 28. 
67 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 29. 
68 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 29. 
69 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 30. 
70 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic’, 33. 
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Walvoord notes that conservative expositors generally agree the Sheep and the Goats 

deals with a final judgment but have substantial disagreements on its place in the whole of the 

prophetic plan.71  Amillenialists believe the second coming ushers in the eternal state and this 

judgment is the judgment of all men.72  Premillenarians also tend to see this as universal 

judgment comparable to Revelation 20:11—15 as do historical—critical authors.73  However, 

there are several important details to consider in establishing a correct exegesis of the passage 

according to his argument. 

Walvoord draws attention to the fact that no mention of resurrection or heaven appears. 

Further consideration must be given to Ezekiel 20:34—38, where Israel has its own distinct 

judgment, and the Sheep and the Goats would include Gentiles as opposed to the Jewish nation. 

A proper interpretation of the passage through strict exegesis concludes that this judgment deals 

with those Gentiles still on earth after the tribulation awaiting judgment prior to the millennial 

kingdom.74  The term ἔθνη is characteristically used of Gentiles, as distinct from Jews, meaning 

that Gentiles are judged on the basis of their treatment of the least, which are the Jews, during the 

period of satanic hatred toward Jews amidst the tribulation.75 This explanation erases the 

interpretative problems of a final judgment, as well as the issue of salvation by works.  These 

acts of kindness towards the Jews are an example of faith producing action that evinces belief in 

Christ.76  

                                                           
71 J. Walvoord, ‘Christ’s Olivet Discourse on the End of the Age Part VII: The Judgment of the Nations’, BSAC 

129:516 (1972): 308. 
72 J. Walvoord, ‘Christ’s Olivet Discourse’, 308. 
73 J. Walvoord, ‘Christ’s Olivet Discourse’, 309. 
74 J. Walvoord, ‘Christ’s Olivet Discourse’, 309. 
75 J. Walvoord, ‘Christ’s Olivet Discourse’, 312—314. 
76 J. Walvoord, ‘Christ’s Olivet Discourse’, 314. 
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Obermuller’s article highlights several key features of the Sheep and the Goats, 

proposing compositional redaction by the evangelist based on Matthew 10:40.77  Not only is 

Matthew the only evangelist that transmits this message, he has also assigned it ‘a place 

evidently conspicuous in the redactional composition of the gospel.’78  The Sheep and the Goats 

is the second time that missionary instructions have been given to the disciples, which is the 

mission of the church.  Matthew 10 instructed the first set of missionary instructions directed to 

Israel while Matthew 25 instructed the second set to the nation in the Sheep and the Goats.  It is 

difficult to conceive that the similarities between the two passages are accidental; rather they 

demonstrate redaction on Matthew’s part.79 

Matthew’s redactional approach may correspond to the situation of the church in dealing 

with the historical destiny of Israel, as Jerusalem was destroyed and many Jews were expelled 

from the land.80 The Sheep and the Goats and the whole Olivet Discourse provided necessary 

comfort to the church as messianic representatives through a benediction to take their testimony 

to the nations.  The passage has been identified as a parable but verse 31 lacks the typical 

parabolic introduction.  It could be Halacha on Christian social conduct, but Matthew 25 lacks 

the precise exhortation of this paradigm.81  It could be an apocalyptic vision as there are obvious 

future announcements expressed in the language of contemporary Judaean apocalyptic 

catastrophe.  The sentence issued in verses 40 and 45 is not found in apocalyptic tradition; rather 

                                                           
77 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos: Observaciones exegeticas en el Evangelio de Mateo 25:31—46’, CDT 2:3 

(1972): 198. 
78 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 198. ‘Un lugar evidentemente conspicuo en la composicion redaccional del 

evangelio.’ 
79 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 199. 
80 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 200. 
81 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 201. 
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the apocalyptic theme appears to have been projected into this specific, post—Passover 

missional situation of the church.82 

Given these various issues, Obermuller is content to identify the Sheep and the Goats as 

an ‘oracle’.83  Various other classifications have to risk omitting one element of the passage or 

another to isolate specific elements that fit these other classifications. Jesus’ salvific mission as 

the Son of Man leads to the completion of the historical process.  His role as the shepherd of 

salvation comprises appropriate social behaviours for entrance in the community.  As king, he is 

the judge of power to evaluate those social, political and economic actions decisively in the 

process of history.  This interpretation accounts for the diverse elements of the passage and 

focusing the Sheep and the Goats in the prism of a Christian oracle.84 

In an intriguing article that highlights several of the challenges of the Sheep and the 

Goats, Mattill proposes an original location for the parable outside the Olivet Discourse.  Mattill 

believes the parable may be regarded as a midrash on Matthew 10:40—42, 18:5 and 16:27, but 

placed in the context of the gentile mission.85  ‘All the nations’ means heathens, pagans, Gentiles 

and possibly non—Christian Jews, and all of these are judged based on their treatment of the 

Lord’s missionaries.86  However, in Matthew chapters 10 and 15 Jesus limits his outreach to the 

nation of Israel, though Matthew gradually broadened the scope of this mission with the Magi 

(2:1—12), Galilee of the Gentiles (4:15f), testimony to the Gentiles (10:18,22) healing of 

                                                           
82 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 202. 
83 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 202—203. 
84 R. Obermuller, ‘Cuando Te Vimos’, 208. 
85 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46 Relocated’, Restoration Quarterly 17 (1974), 107.  
86 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46’, 107. 
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Gentiles (8:5—13, 15:21—28), fishes of every kind (13:47), the kingdom given to Gentiles 

(21:43) and the great commission (28:19f) among many such examples in the gospel.87 

Mattill inquires how can the parable be viewed as an authentic teaching of Jesus if it is 

about outreach to the Gentiles?  Jesus did not envision a mission to the Gentiles, nor was he a 

missionary universalist, rather he was an eschatological universalist. Conversely, the ability to 

craft a parable with this level of sobriety and reserve is difficult to achieve unless one is an 

accomplished teacher like Jesus.  This means the creator of the Sheep and the Goats is in fact 

Jesus, creating a paradox in the text.88  Mattill’s proposes redaction and relocation of the parable 

while accepting the substantial genuineness of the text.  The phrase πάντα τὰ ἔθνη is possibly 

Matthean with the original saying, ‘before him will be gathered the house of Israel’, which 

would be consistent with 10:6 and 15:24. By virtue of this change, the parable is given a new 

subject— the treatment the missionaries receive from Gentiles rather than Jews.89 

The natural location for this original parable would have been the end of the mission of 

the twelve found in Matthew 9:35—11:1, where Jesus expressly forbids going among the 

Gentiles.90 Matthew 10 and the Sheep and the Goats have at least thirteen common themes: 

kingdom, mission, persecution, sheep, parousia, hospitality to disciples expected from the world, 

hospitality in hunger, hospitality in thirst, hospitality to ill—clad disciples, hospitality to 

disciples is hospitality to Jesus, hospitality will be rewarded on the day of judgment, inhospitality 

will be punished on the day of judgment and judgment based on works.91  Not only are these 

                                                           
87 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46’, 107. 
88 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46’, 108. 
89 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46’, 109. 
90 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46’, 109—110. 
91 A. Mattill, ‘Matthew 25:31—46’, 113. 
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thirteen themes found in the discourse and the parable, they cover the whole of both. While this 

parable immediately followed and expanded 10:40—42 in its original setting, Matthew moved 

and redacted it to accommodate the changing needs of the church in his day.92 

Donahue, examining the abundance of literature, argues that the preoccupation with who 

comprises ‘nations’ and who are ‘the least of the brethren’ had overshadowed ‘richer dimensions 

of the passage.’93  Thus Donahue chose to examine matters of genre, literary context and 

structure in order to explore these disputed questions and challenge contemporary ethics.94 

Beginning with matters of genre he finds good grounds for calling the Sheep and the Goats a 

parable despite the reluctance of some commentators.  The word parable comes from the Hebrew 

mashal, which comes in a variety of forms such as proverbs (1 Samuel 10:12), riddles (Judges 

14:10—14), allegories (Isaiah 5:1—7) and revelatory discourses (Similitudes 37—71).95 

Matthew draws no rigid distinction between a parable and an allegory as he calls the 

Wedding Feast (Matthew 22:1—14) a parable, when it is clearly an allegory. Additionally, the 

texts most like the Sheep and the Goats in form or content are parables, such as those found in 

Similitudes, which present vivid pictures of judgment at the end of history. ‘More accurately, it 

should be called an ‘apocalyptic parable’ and, while it may function as a parable in its realism 

and engaging quality, it should be interpreted from the horizon of apocalyptic.’96  The 

characteristics of apocalyptic are scenes of eschatological judgment, reversal of earthly status 

and the fates of the just and evildoers.97  
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In addition to the abundance of predictions and descriptions of judgment, Matthew 

enhances Markan and Q material with apocalyptic motifs (13:41—42; 19:28a; 25:31).98  

Matthew offers no unified scenario for final judgment.  The angels separate the good and bad in 

13:41 and 49, but in 16:27 and 25:31 they are passive witnesses to the judgment while they 

gather the elect in 24:31. The Twelve sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel in 19:28, 

but in 25:31 the Son of Man judges alone.  Additionally, in the Wheat and the Tares the angels 

gather all evildoers (13:41); in the Parable of the Net the angels separate evil from righteous 

(13:49); in 16:27 every person will be judged; in 19:25 the tribes of Israel are judged and in 

24:30 all the tribes of the earth are judged.99 

The immediate literary context is the conclusion of Matthew’s five great discourses at the 

end of the ‘apocalyptic testament.’100 Matthew follows Mark’s wording closely but alters the 

discourse away from the destruction of Jerusalem ‘to a fully developed instruction on the coming 

of Jesus and the end of the age.’101 This is achieved by altering the disciples’ questions in 24:3 to 

the signs of when these things take place, and by dramatically expanding the end of the discourse 

with the parables of the Wise and Faithful Servant (24:45—51), the Ten Maidens (25:1—13), the 

Talents (25:14—30) and the Sheep and the Goats. Additionally, the Sheep and the Goats has 

points of contact throughout the gospel which must be considered. 

The Sheep and the Goats’ primary point of contact is the Great Commission where the 

historical career of Jesus ends with the promise that he will be with them to the ‘end of the 
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age.’102 While the Sheep and the Goats is a portrait of the close of the age, ‘the Great 

Commission is a mandate for church life prior to that close.’103  The end will only come after the 

gospel is proclaimed to all nations, making the Great Commission the promise of the end 

foretold in the Sheep and the Goats. Further, the relationship between these two passages, within 

the context of Matthew, sheds light on the meaning of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.   

Ethnos usually means ‘gentile’ in contrast to Jews, but Donahue argues that ‘in certain 

places the phrase panta ta ethnē must embrace all peoples.’104  In Luke 24:47 the disciples are 

told to preach εἰς πάντα τὰ ἔθνη and in the book of Acts the church is directed to the Jews and 

then to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:4—8; 13:47), meaning Luke clearly did not limit ethnos to 

the Gentiles.  Paul also spoke of his apostolic mission seeking to bring obedience ἐν πᾶσιν τοῖς 

ἔθνεσιν (Romans 1:5). Therefore, when Matthew uses πάντα τὰ ἔθνη in 28:19, in addition to 

25:32, this reflects a broad based early Christian tradition of spreading the message to all 

peoples.105 The Parable of the Wheat and the Tares and Matthew 24:19 clearly envisions this 

universality as the disciples are to be hated by all ‘nations.’106  The Sheep and the Goats also 

represents the universal application through its use of ethnos. 

Watson examines the Sheep and the Goats from the perspective of a theology of 

liberation based on Third World exegetical principles.107  Watson begins by distinguishing 

between the differing exegesis of First World religious privatization of public from political 
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spheres, in contrast to Third World matters of public significance and institutional oppression.108  

Exegetes have resisted acknowledging the poor and oppressed on a universal scale, opting rather 

to limit Christ’s ‘brothers’ to the disciples or the Christian community.109  The use of Christ’s 

brothers in Matthew 12:49 refers to the disciples as does 28:10, while ‘brother’ is also used to 

distinguish a member of the Christian community in 18:15 and 23:8.  Brother may also be 

restricted to suffering itinerant preachers such as those found in Matthew 10:40, 42 as well as 

Romans 8:35, 1 Corinthians 4:11 and 2 Corinthians 11:23—27.  Lastly, ‘my brothers’ is also a 

reference to the twelve as found in 19:28 where they will sit on 12 thrones judging the tribes of 

Israel.110 

While these verses create some ambiguity about the identity of the brothers in 25:40, all 

of them exclude universalizing the text.  However, ‘No one, reading Matthew 25:31—46 in 

isolation, would suppose that its subject is the treatment of Christian evangelists.  Within this 

text the ‘brothers’ are characterized only as hungry, thirsty, homeless, naked, sick and 

imprisoned; nothing is said about their either making disciples…or being disciples.’111  While 

Matthew may have understood the parable in a restricted sense, such an intention is insufficiently 

stated in the text.  Such an imperfectly expressed intention is thus subjected to the entirety of the 

gospel. 

Watson argues that universalizing the text is no different than egalitarian exegesis of the 

androcentric nature of the narrative.  The Son of Man’s judgment is a result of treatment toward 
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his brothers, yet the term brother does not naturally include sisters any more than son includes 

daughter or father includes mother.  Are then the wrongs done to women not held against the 

unrighteous or are only acts of charity done to men credited to the righteous?112  The message 

contained here is a scandalous one that does not limit the scope of the key characters.  The 

righteous are not righteous because they acknowledge Christ, nor are the unrighteous any more 

righteous based on a confession of faith.  Thus, the heathen may act as servants of the 

anonymous Christ and not as ‘anonymous Christians.’113  This is consistent with the teaching in 

the Sermon on the Mount where righteousness is independent of confession (5:6; 7:21—23).114 

Weber’s approach to the Sheep and the Goats is to examine the source of sheep and goat 

imagery utilised by Matthew.  One possibility is a background in the Greco—Roman world 

where goats were ‘symbols of eager, unrestrained, and promiscuous sexuality.’115  Goats were 

associated with gods of nature and sexuality, such as Pan, Bacchus and Venus, not the high male 

gods Zeus, Apollo and Poseidon.  Many positive qualities were attributed to goats in Greco—

Roman literature as valuable commodities to their goatherders (Theocritus Idylls 1:25—26; 

Eclogues 3:32—34), prizes in singing contests (Idylls 1:4—6), and offerings to gods (Idylls 

1:4—6).116  Sheep, however, enjoy a certain prestige not attributed to goats in this literature.  

According to Theocritus sheep are more valuable (Idylls 5:23—24), and Artemidorus Daldianus 

wrote that sheep dreams portended good fortune, while goat dreams bad fortune (Oneir 2.12).117 

                                                           
112 F. Watson, ‘Liberating the Reader’, 67. 
113 F. Watson, ‘Liberating the Reader’, 71. 
114 F. Watson, ‘Liberating the Reader’, 71. 
115 K. Weber, ‘The Image of the Sheep and the Goats in Matthew 25:31—46’, CBQ 59 (1997): 665. 
116 K. Weber, ‘The Image’, 666. 
117 K. Weber, ‘The Image’, 666. 



30 
 
 

Jewish literature from between 200 BCE and 100 BCE provide very few references to 

sheep or goats.  Sheep symbolise Israel in Similitudes 83—90 (The Animal Apocalypse) and rams 

symbolise their kings, whether good or evil.  Goats do not figure in this section of Similitudes.118 

However, the Old Testament is the most probable source of clues for Matthew’s authorial 

audience.  The Old Testament evidence presents a consistently positive portrait of goats, such as 

a token of special honour for a guest (Judges 13:15; cf. Luke 15:29), acceptable sacrifice to 

Yahweh (Numbers 7:12—88) and a gift to an esteemed guest.119  She cites Dalman’s study on 

sheep and goats in which goats receive more shelter at night as they are more vulnerable to the 

cold.120  This fact may influence how authors like Matthew thought of goats, though this does not 

appear to be a factor in the Sheep and the Goats. 

Sheep and goats also appear synonymously as symbols for peaceful prosperity (Isaiah 

11:6) and as symbols of God’s bounty (Deuteronomy 32:14).  The ritual of the scapegoat on the 

Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:5—22) is a singular negative exception, though the other goat 

in the ritual is offered to the Lord.121  Contrary to those who argue Ezekiel 34:17—22 is the 

source of the sheep and goat imagery, Weber views this is a misreading of the text in modern 

translations.  Ezekiel uses ‘between’ to indicate moral distinction, regularly placing the positive 

element first (22:26; 42:20).  The proper understanding is the difference between fat sheep and 

skinny sheep, rams and he—goats, not sheep and goats.  Further, no ancient version suggests the 

judgment is between sheep and goats, and since the LXX terminology is different, the passages 
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appear to be unrelated.122  Weber concludes that Matthew’s expected audience had a basically 

positive view of goats, which made the absolute condemnation surprising.123  

Luz believes the Sheep and the Goats may originate with Jesus himself, though it more 

feasibly arose from an early Jewish Christian community as seen from the few semitisms, the 

apocalyptic tone and Jewish parallels.124  The reasons for uncertainty surrounding an origin with 

Jesus include Jesus speaking of God as the king and world judge, while at the same time also 

deeming God as the ‘brother’ of human beings, when he is always the Father.  The presence of 

an ‘amen’ saying coming from God (25:40, 45) is unusual unless Jesus views himself as the Son 

of Man and world judge.  However, in such a case Q 10:16, Mark 9:37 and Matthew 10:42 

would also go back to Jesus, which is difficult to substantiate.125  Use of ‘king’ in the passage is 

problematic as it must be questioned whether Jesus would have applied Davidic messianic and 

divine titles to himself.  The Son of Man sayings in the Sheep and the Goats do not conform well 

to other Son of Man sayings, leading Luz to believe the best hypothesis is to attribute this unique 

text to a Jewish Christian disciple.126 

Luz examines three historical interpretations of the text: The universal interpretation, the 

classic interpretation, and the exclusive interpretation.  In the universal interpretation, all people 

are judged at the Son of Man’s return based on the works of charity shown to the least of Jesus’ 

brothers and sisters.  In this view ‘the least’ represents all of the needy in the world, Christian 

and non—Christian.  The Unwissenheitsmotiv is essential to this interpretation as people did not 
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know they had done good things to Christ, making this an affirmation of the importance to love 

God and neighbor without concern for confession or belief.127  Such an interpretation has been 

paramount in liberation theology, Jewish—Christian dialogue and Christianity’s relationship to 

other religions. This is the most widespread and generally accepted interpretation today, though 

it is not ancient and first became important in the nineteenth century.128 

The classic interpretation limits the least of the brothers to the Christian community; 

usually meaning all members of the church with some narrowing the scope further to groups like 

the apostles or ‘perfect Christians’.129  While ‘all the nations’ has commonly been understood 

universally, some in this camp have limited the scope to mean ‘all Christians’.  In the final 

judgment, the standard by which Christians are judged is their treatment toward the needy and 

poor Christians, making this a Christian exclusive judgment.130  

The exclusive interpretation is a product of the eighteenth century where πάντα τὰ ἔθνη is 

not ‘all nations’ but ‘all heathens’.131  In this view only non—Christians appear before the world 

judge while ‘the least’ are typically all Christians.  This reading makes the passage into a 

comfort for persecuted Christians: knowing they are so important that pagans will be saved or 

damned based on how they have treated Christ’s followers. This view is a move away from a 

universal breadth and toward Christian absolutism, which creates a two—stage judgment in the 

discourse.  The church is judged in 24:45—25:30 and non—Christians are judged in the Sheep 

and the Goats.132 
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As for Luz’s interpretation an essential key for understanding the Sheep and the Goats is 

that ‘the least’ do not appear in the portrayal of judgment, rather they first appear in the judge’s 

speech.133  The least are not actors in the world judgment; they appear to be incorporated into ‘all 

the nations’.  Based on the whole of Matthew’s Olivet Discourse, this designation should be 

interpreted universally. Further support for this is seen in the fact that Jesus speaks exclusively to 

the disciples since 24:3, warning them of their pending judgment beginning in 24:32, and yet no 

portrayal of judgment involving the church has been presented.  If the Sheep and the Goats does 

not include judgment of the church the parenesis running from 24:32—25:30 is in vain.134 

Matthew’s Jesus also repays each person (16:27) and makes no distinction between church and 

world in terms of judgment (13:37—43), rendering this part of the text contradictory.  Three 

previous discourses ended with world judgment that included the church (7:21—27; 13:37—43, 

47—50; 18:23—35) making it improbable that the Sheep and the Goats plays by a different set 

of rules. Finally, both groups address the Son of Man as Lord, which should include the church 

based on 7:21—22 and 25:11, 20—24.135 

Luz identifies ‘the least’ as ‘itinerant radicals’ or missionaries as the suffering 

messengers of Jesus experiencing the hardship described by Matthew and seen in Q 10, Mark 

6:9, 1 Corinthians 4:11—12 and 2 Corinthians 6:40—45.136  Other lowly Christians may be 

identified in this group of the least according to 18:5, but not in the sense of the universal 

interpretation where Jesus identifies with all the poorest of people.137 All people, including the 

lowliest, are incorporated into this judgment.  Both sides of the judgment reveal that one’s 
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relationship to Jesus cannot be separated from their relationship to the members of the church 

who represent him.138  Honouring Jesus means adhering to the love commandment, and all 

people will be judged according to this single judgment based on that standard of love (5:21—

48; 22:34—40 23:23).139 

Witherington identifies the Sheep and the Goats as a story about final judgment.  He 

writes, ‘A good case can be made that we should not see this as a parable but rather as an 

apocalyptic prophecy with some parabolic elements.’140  In Similitudes 69:27 the Son of Man is 

portrayed as the final judge, which is also suggested by Daniel 7.  However, in the Sheep and the 

Goats the judge is shepherd, king and Son of Man all combined, with shepherd, king and judge 

usually referring to God in the Old Testament.141  Jewish literature also establishes the criteria of 

judgment of Gentiles on their treatment of Israel as found in 4 Ezra 7:37, yet in the Sheep and 

the Goats it is how they ‘view Jesus.’142  

The Son of Man coming with his angels invokes images of Daniel 7:14 and Zechariah 

14:5, while being seated on a throne is demonstrated in Similitudes 62:5.  Jesus’ followers are 

‘the least’ and the Gentiles are judged based on how they treat those followers, not Israel.143  A 

comparison must be drawn here between the Sheep and the Goats and Matthew 18:6—14 where 

the least among the believers are ‘the little ones’ and the subject is how the advantaged followers 

of Jesus treat the most disadvantaged followers.  Righteousness in the Sheep and the Goats is 
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associated with righteous deeds as seen in 10:41; 13:43, 49, making treatment of the 

disadvantaged a theme repeated in various contexts.144  

The Sheep and the Goats is an apocalyptic prophecy with sheep and goats serving as 

parabolic elements symbolizing different sorts of people, making it ‘clear that neither the author 

nor the audience looked for a literal fulfillment of these words.’145  While Jesus envisioned a real 

second coming and final judgment, the apocalyptic imagery is poetic and parabolic in form.  Yet 

the specifics of that judgment and the timing of the events are not chronicled.  Modern 

expectations and preconceptions often distort the meaning of these prophecies, leading modern 

commentators to press the text for more meaning than is intended.146 

France calls the Sheep and the Goats ‘an embarrassment especially to Protestant readers 

because it appears to say that one’s final destiny…depends on acts of philanthropy, a most un—

Pauline theology…’147  Such a simplistic limitation is widely rejected in modern scholarship as 

the least of Jesus’ brothers are the true disciples of Jesus in Matthew and not humanity in general 

(10:32—33; 12:46—50; 28:10).148  However, concluding that the least are the disciples does not 

mean that the sheep have a positive attitude toward Jesus, as both sheep and goats claim they do 

not know their actions are directed toward Jesus.149  While a systematic theologian can devise a 

way to amalgamate Paul’s theology with Matthew’s, the reality is that Matthew is not writing 
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systematic theology, rather the Sheep and the Goats is the outworking of the Matthean reward 

motif for those who live according to God’s will (5:12).150 

The final judgment is part of the parousia focus that runs from 24:36 to 25:30, but France 

sees the setting for this judgment in a heavenly throne room like Daniel 7:9—14.  The passage 

does not indicate that the Son of Man is coming to earth, nor is the ‘coming’ of verse 31 ‘more 

specifically parousia language than it was in 24:30 and in all the other allusions to Daniel 7:13—

14…’151  The Sheep and the Goats is also not a parable, rather there is a simile in verse 32 within 

the judgment scene as opposed to a story—parable.  

France draws close attention to the abundance of Old Testament echoes, beginning with 

the presence of angels drawn from Daniel 7:10 and Zechariah 14:5.152  The gathering of the 

nations echoes Joel 3:2, where the judgment is specifically of Gentiles for mistreatment of Israel.  

Matthew develops the vision motif throughout the text in 7:13—27; 8:11—12; 10:32—33; 

13:40—43, 49—50; 16:25—26 and 24:36—25:30.  The imagery of sheep, goats and shepherd 

perhaps draws from Ezekiel 34:17 where God ‘judges between different members of his 

flock.’153  

Having the Son of Man execute the judgment in the role of the enthroned king, as 

opposed to God, enhances the Christological nuances of the pericope.  Jesus fulfills his promise 

to acknowledge before God those who acknowledge him (10:32) in the Sheep and the Goats.154 

The sheep will become kings themselves and share in kingly authority with the Lord as promised 
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to the disciples in 19:28.155  These royal inheritors respond to a list of hardships similar to the 

short list in Isaiah 58:7, 10, but Christians have no monopoly on these troubles in the Roman 

Empire.  Such acts were perhaps expected as the duty of hospitality to be honoured in ancient 

Mediterranean society.156  Conversely, ‘eternal punishment’ appears only here in the gospel and 

is the destiny of the wicked. Eternal punishment in Matthew does not mean everlasting torment; 

it instead refers to spiritual annihilation, punishment with eternal consequences.  Such 

destruction does justice to Matthew’s language in the Sheep and the Goats and in 13:42 and 

10:28 where the verb ‘to destroy’ appears in conjunction with Hell.157 

Mitch and Sri define this vision of judgment as ‘prophetic’ in contrast to the preceding 

parables.  The events that follow bring to mind Jesus’ words of repaying the deeds of humanity 

in 16:27.158 The Old Testament background for the Sheep and the Goats is Proverbs 19:17; Isaiah 

58:7, 10; Ezekiel 34:17—22 and Daniel 7:13—14, 12:2, though these references are generally 

listed and not assigned a specific verse correlation within the text. The image of the shepherd 

separating sheep and goats is difficult to understand, as ancient Near Eastern herdsmen typically 

allowed their flocks to graze together and sheep and goats were equally valued.  Though the 

reason for using goats as the wicked is unclear, the sheep representing the saints is unequivocal 

as they are placed on the right, the common ancient location of the good and honourable (1 

Kings 2:19; Psalm 110:1).159  
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The ‘least of the brothers’ in 25:40 refers to Christians, perhaps the missionaries who 

were forced into hardship through evangelizing the world.  The reason for this determination is 

Jesus’ previous description of the disciples in 10:42, 12:49—50, 18:6, and 18:10.160 All the 

nations ‘represent all the non—believing Gentiles of the world who are called to account for 

their treatment of Jesus’ followers.’161  ‘Nations’ in Greek often means Gentiles or pagans in 

Matthew as demonstrated in 4:15, 6:32, 10:5, and 12:18.162  

Sins of omission (James 4:17) are the principle crimes of the wicked who are subject to 

the place of torment depicted in Revelation 20:10 as the ‘pool of fire and sulfur.’ The 

opportunities to help the lowly were abundant but the decision to deny help was firm and results 

in banishment from the Lord’s presence. ‘Eternal’ is the most important word in 25:46 signaling 

two states of the afterlife that are perpetual with unending duration.163 

Hagner claims that the Sheep and the Goats is a fitting end to the eschatological discourse 

as it presents a great judgment scene, in connection with the returning Son of Man.  The 

conclusion of the passage requires no further exhortations or logia as it is left to speak for 

itself.164 The special M passage has only partial gospel parallels in its opening (Mark 8:38b and 

Luke 9:26b), its division of good and evil (John 5:29) and the departure of the wicked (Luke 

13:27—28).165   

 The passage contains extensive repetition for effect and possibly memorization. Though 

some parabolic elements are present, the future tense form makes this ‘an apocalyptic revelation 
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discourse’.166  Hagner outlines the passage structure as follows: 1. the glorious coming of the 

Son of Man (verse 31); 2. the great separation (verses32—33); 3. the reward of the righteous 

(verses 34—40) subdivided into (a) reward (verse 34), (b) its grounds (verses 35—36), (c) the 

protest (verses 37—39), the principle (verse 40); 4. the judgment of the wicked (verses 41—45) 

subdivided into (a) the judgment (verse 41), (b) its grounds (verses 42—43), (c) the protest 

(verses 44), the principle (verse 45); 5. the final division (verse 46).167 

 The Son of Man takes centre stage, reminding the audience of the disciples’ initial 

question regarding Jesus’ parousia (24:3).  However, the real issue is not the time, but rather the 

significance of this coming as a moment of judgment.  The closest parallel in Matthew appears in 

16:27. The enthronement of the Son of Man in Matthew 19:28 is a second close parallel, while 

the coming Son of Man in 24:30 also involved giving rewards to his disciples.168  Previous 

mentions of angels accompanying the Son of Man are found in Matthew 13:41, 16:27 and 24:31, 

with an Old Testament background in Zechariah 14:5 and LXX Deuteronomy 32:43 and 33:2. 

While Daniel 7:13—14 is the primary background for the coming Son of Man, the language is 

close to 1 Enoch 62:5 and 61:8. Hagner writes, ‘This event signals the great judgment scene that 

follows, in which Jesus as the Son of Man functions as judge— a role restricted to Yahweh in the 

OT.’169 

 The gathering of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη matches the commission of spreading the gospel found in 

24:14 and 28:19, while the ‘gathering together’ probably refers to the same gathering of the 

righteous (3:12, 13:30) and both the righteous and the wicked (13:47, 22:10).  This leads Hagner 
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to conclude that the judgment probably contains gentile nations, Israel, and a corpus mixtum of 

the Christian church.170  Matthew’s great judgment presentation is alluded to in Romans 14:10—

12, 2 Corinthians 5:10 and Revelation 20:11—13, involving a separation of the righteous and 

wicked among the nations.  The people of God, i.e. the righteous, are commonly referred to as τὰ 

πρόβατα (Matthew 10:16, 26:31 Zechariah 13:7, citing Zechariah 13:7), though Matthew also 

uses sheep in a negative manner to describe those who are lost or stray (9:36, 10:6, 15:24; cf. 

Ezekiel 34:17 and 34:20).171  Conversely, ἐρίφων is found only twice in the New Testament, the 

other occurrence being a diminutive form in Luke 15:29.172  

The use of ἐκ δεξιῶν αὐτοῦ is commonly used and generally refers to the place of 

honour.173  However, ἐξ εὐωνύμων is not always indicative of disfavour as seen in Matthew 

20:21,23. The king is the Son of Man who hands out eschatological blessings and punishment.174 

He is also identified here as judge, which corresponds to the judgment seat of God (Romans 

14:10—12) and the judgment seat of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:10), which is the same seat.  The 

righteous will inherit the eschatological kingdom in its fullness, which has parallels to inheriting 

the earth (5:5) and eternal life (19:29) in the gospel.175 

Regarding the six situations of needs, Hagner writes, ‘The immediately startling fact (cf. 

vv 37—39) is that Jesus says he was in such situations of need, and the righteous in each 

instance met the need’.176  Of the various possible meanings that have been suggested for τῶν 

ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων, Hagner believes this refers to the least in the Christian community, 
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not general humanity, as Jesus calls his disciples ‘my brothers’ in 12:48—49 and 28:10. The 

truest counterpart to ‘one of these least’ is τῶν μικρῶν (18:16, 10, 14) of which ἐλάχιστος is the 

superlative and refers to the disciples generally.177  The passage need not be understood as a 

salvation by works model, for Paul, the champion of grace, emphasises good works (Galatians 

6:7—10, 2 Corinthians 5:10). While Matthew stresses the importance good deeds as part of 

righteousness, these deeds are symbolic of a deeper, spiritual reality.178 

Davies and Allison identify the fourfold repetition of affliction and alleviation as the 

most prominent structural feature of Matthew 25:31—46.  The first speech to those on the right 

is divided into three sets of two: hungry and thirsty, stranger and naked, sick and a prisoner. The 

second speech to those on the left follows the basic format of affliction and alleviation, but 

abbreviation increases as the text progresses.179  

The Sheep and the Goats is reminiscent of previous separation parables (13:24—30, 36—

43, 47—50), but it is not a parable, it is a word picture of the last judgment.180  Dialogue between 

the judge and the judged is a common convention in several texts, though Davies and Allison 

draw special attention to the midrash on Psalm 118:17.181  While they acknowledge Bultmann’s 

suggestion that this teaching did not originate with Jesus, they believe it is feasible for Jesus to 

have composed twin dialogues about deeds of mercy.  Luke 10:25—37 presents a lesson that not 

doing good is doing evil, while Mark 9:41 proclaims coming divine judgment and exhortation to 

love the marginalized as oneself, making an origin with Jesus plausible.182 
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No location is provided for the judgment, but the passage is an exposition of Matthew 

24:29—31, while the glorious Son of Man relates Daniel 7:14, a notion found in the Similitudes. 

The image of all the angels coming with the Son of Man is taken from LXX Zechariah 14:53.  

The enthronement of the Son of Man in 25:31 (τότε καθίσει ἐπὶ θρόνου δόξης αὐτοῦ) is 

comparable to ὅταν καθίσῃ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπὶ θρόνου δόξης αὐτοῦ from Matthew 19:28.  

Davies and Allison find it improbable that the Son of Man’s throne is God’s throne as Daniel 

7:14, a key source text, identifies multiple thrones, Psalm 110 depicts an enthronement beside 

God, and Matthew refers to more than one eschatological throne (19:28, 20:21).183  

Verse 32 presupposes the resurrection of the dead, as can be inferred by comparing LXX 

Isaiah 66:18, Joel 3:2, 11—12, Zephaniah 3:8, Zechariah 14:2, 4 Ezra 7:37, and Luke 21:36.  All 

of humanity is the preferred identity of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, which corresponds to their reading of ‘the 

least of these my brethren’ as the needy in general, maintaining a common universalist 

reading.184 In a departure from many other scenes of eschatological judgment, there is little 

suspense involved here, as the judge immediately knows who belongs on the right or left, with 

no need of scales or books. The shepherd is also a king like Moses and David, taking the reader 

back earlier in the gospel to 2:2 and 21:5, recalling Jesus’ status as the son of David.185  

The hardships spoken of by the king are not a list of afflictions experienced by 

missionaries, but rather mundane deeds of mercy.  These deeds are not salvific, rather they are 

the product of a good tree bearing good fruit, having been given a new heart, making 

righteousness something given during the salvation event.186 Davies and Allison draw attention 
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to the visitation of prisoners, which is not contained in the standard Jewish lists of good works. 

Possibly early Christian experience or the memory of John the Baptist has led to the inclusion of 

prison criterion in the list. The just include the righteous outside of the church, which is 

consistent with their surprise that they were serving Christ. Davies and Allison support this 

position by citing Sanhedrin 13:2, ‘there must be righteous men among the heathen who have a 

share in the world to come’.187 

As mentioned previously, they believe ‘the least’ are to be identified as the poor in 

general, not needy Christians.  While ἀδελφός usually refers to Christians, such as in 28:10, the 

presence of the superlative ἐλάχιστος, as opposed to the comparative form μικρός used of the 

disciples, and the non—ecclesiological uses of ‘brother’ in Matthew (5:22—24, 7:3—5), cast 

doubt on identifying the brothers in the sheep and the goats as the disciples.  Further, it is 

improbable that Matthew would believe that all nations would have an opportunity to serve 

needy Christians. When considering these factors, as well as the reality that the list of 

unfortunate circumstances is not peculiar to Christians, Davies and Allison conclude the least are 

the needy in general.188 

While the previous pericopae have focused on being prepared and investing talents, that 

preparation culminates in 25:31—46 as the parousia arrives. ‘The believer prepares for the 

Parousia by living the imperative to love one’s neighbours, especially the marginal’.189 Charity is 

the true test of faith, even as these actions are mundane and unspectacular.  The larger irony of 
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25:31—46 is found in the background of the passion narrative, whereby those who will condemn 

Jesus are unaware that he is the king of the world who will ultimately be their judge.190 

Keener identifies the Sheep and the Goats as a parable unique to Matthew, but cautions 

against rejecting the passage as inauthentic, since neither Matthew nor Luke uses every detail of 

Mark.  Denying that the passage is inauthentic, on the grounds that Jesus could never have 

planned for the admission of the Gentiles, is to preclude other passages in Matthew (e.g. 8:11—

12) that some would consider authentic. The Son of Man’s use of amen (25:40,45) is stylistically 

consistent with Jesus’ style, likewise the supposed Matthean parallelism is consistent with a 

Palestinian milieu that would make sense as originating with Jesus. 191 Keener accepts the 

authenticity of the passage due to its coherence with the authentic Jesus tradition. 

 The parable contains a high Christology consistent with Matthew’s general Christology, 

yet Jesus’ claims to kingship (25:34) conform to his actions (21:7—8) while his claim to be the 

final judge is found in the Q tradition (7:21—23).  Keener also believes this parable probably 

assumes Jesus’ deity on the throne of judgment, though he acknowledges others such as Abel 

and Enoch have filled that role.192 Despite these variants in Jewish tradition, the central biblical 

and Jewish eschatological judge is God himself.193  Not only is the role of king nearly always 

accorded to God in rabbinic parables but coming with all of the angels alludes to Zechariah 14:5 

where God is in view.194 
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 God is the chief shepherd in biblical and Jewish tradition, though Moses, David, and 

others can also be referred to as shepherds. Sheep most commonly stand for the people of God (1 

Enoch 90:32—33; Pesikta Rabbati 9:2; 26:2) while the ‘Lord of the sheep’ is the judge (1 Enoch 

90:20) is God himself (1 Enoch 89:16, 20, 26, 33, 50, 52, 54, 70).  The notion of acts of service 

to the least as vicarious acts of service to Jesus conforms to rabbinic concepts of vicarious 

service to God (Midrash Tannaim 15:9), both of which are echoes of the Jewish custom of a 

shaliah.195  Keener observes that even if Jesus is not divine in Matthew, he is the focus of the 

divine judgment.  

 Keener writes, ‘In Jewish texts, God judges the nations after raising them from the dead 

(cf. 4 Ezra 7:37); the judgment among the nations was an ancient Israelite hope (e.g. Micah 4:3, 

beyn, between peoples).’196  The context of the passage, and the use of Daniel’s Son of Man title 

indicate that Matthew alludes to the same timeframe as Jesus is returning after the tribulation 

(Matthew 24:29—30, 25:31; Daniel 7:13—14).  The throne of glory, which is most commonly 

God’s throne, frequently appears in Jewish texts with special significance placed on those 

addressing the final judgment (1 Enoch 45:3; 47:3; 60:2; 62:2).197 

 Nations or Gentiles would be judged by how they treated Israel according to Jewish 

literature (4 Ezra 7:37), and as elsewhere they are, ‘gathered in Matthew (cf. Matthew 13:40; 

Isaiah 2:4; Revelation 16:16).  Goats were sometimes known to be disobedient while sheep were 

more valuable and always held in greater quantity.’198 
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 Most ancients were right handed and preferred the right to the left as the left was 

physically weaker.  One Jewish tradition describes the angel on the right of the throne who 

records good deeds while the one on the left records evil deeds (Testament of Abraham 12A).199  

The vindication of those on the right leaves the wicked left without excuse, as in rabbinic 

tradition when converts to Judaism among the nations indict the nations on the day of judgment 

(Pesikta Rabbati 161a).200  

Yet this older dispensation of the gentile treatment of Israel hardly fits Jesus’ model of 

his brothers.  Neither does the passage indicate entrance into the millennium as eternal destinies 

are at stake.  In Matthew’s context, as opposed to Luke, the service to the poor is not the poor in 

general but receiving the gospel’s messengers.  The disciples are Jesus’ brothers (12:50; 28:10) 

as well as the least (5:19; 11:11; 18:3—6, 10—14) who should receive hospitality (10:8—13).201 

The king judges the nations based on their response to the gospel, while the true messengers will 

only be successful in their preaching by embracing suffering and poverty.202 The majority view 

of  church history has been that Jesus’ siblings are the disciples, fitting a function of 

eschatological discourse to encourage a repressed minority knowing God will vindicate them at 

the judgment (1 Enoch 62; 103—104; 4 Ezra passim; 2 Baruch 72).203 

Blessing, inheritance, and kingdom relate to the Promised Land concept of the exodus 

and were components of eschatological hope in Jesus’ time (1 Corinthians 6:9—10; Galatians 

3:14; 5:21; Ephesians 1:3,14).  God had not originally created the fire for the goats, but their 
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failure to embrace the gospel will lead to their horrifying damnation.  Yet it is also imperative for 

disciples of Christ to receive one another, treating fellow servants properly, just as Paul reminds 

the Corinthians that being reconciled to him is to be reconciled to God himself (2 Corinthians 

5:11—7:1).204 

Evaluation 

 This period of scholarship demonstrates new approaches to understanding the Sheep and 

the Goats through comparisons with non—biblical literature.  Apocalyptic writings become a 

focus of the interpretative issues as comparative themes of judgment and the Son of Man figure 

in works such as the Similutudes of Enoch, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch receive provisional treatment.  

Scholars develop new definitions and ways of considering eschatology and how the larger Olivet 

Discourse fits within those eschatological models.205  Critical scholarship also gives rise to the 

belief that Jesus erroneously predicts the end of the space—time continuum in the Olivet 

Discourse, leaving the Sheep and the Goats in the realm of unfulfilled prediction of final 

judgment.206   

 The writings of this period also moved away from previous attempts to synthesise the 

Sheep and the Goats with some form of ‘saved by grace’ theology, a caricature of Paul’s vastly 

more complex theology.  Alternatively, Paul’s description of the parousia and the meaning of 

those events has received heightened analysis and comparison with the Sheep and the Goats in 

conjunction with the fall of the temple in 70 CE.207   An increase in the developing complexity of 
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apocalyptic and eschatological thinking has increased the methods of categorisation surrounding 

the parousia and what Jesus expected to occur when this event took place. 

 This research will examine the role of Psalm 80 as an intertextual echo within the Sheep 

and the Goats and offer a definition as to whether the passage is apocalyptic or eschatological 

and how to define those terms.  The meaning of Psalm 80 in the Sheep and the Goats offers a 

new perspective in the ongoing dialogue as to how Matthew’s Jesus presents the parousia of the 

Son of Man and its meaning in his time and the present. 

Date of Matthew 

The date of Matthew is highly debated among scholars and historians, with arguments drawn 

from internal evidence, external evidence and source criticism.  Among the essential data 

considered are those sayings of Jesus which are said to be period specific, before or after the 

temple’s destruction, patristic evidence and Matthew’s literary dependence on Mark.  There are 

two general dating conventions for Matthew: pre—70 CE and post—70 CE.  Whether Matthew 

is pre or post —70 does not affect his ability to draw from Psalm 80, though it could have an 

impact on how Matthew used his sources and shaped his narrative.  Examining the data allows 

for deeper consideration of the socio—religious context faced by the Matthean community. 

Pre—70 View External Evidence 

Patristic witness offers data that can point to a pre—70 composition for Matthew.  Origen 

accepted Matthew as the first evangelist to write a gospel, which agrees with Irenaeus and the 

Muratorian canon. Clement believed the gospels with genealogies were written first, though 

these points only establish the priority of Matthew as the first gospel.208 Irenaeus dated the 
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gospel to 65 CE, though he also falsely attributed the founding of the church at Rome to Peter 

and Paul, which brings suspicion as to the accuracy of the traditions he passed along.209 Matthew 

is also consistently placed first in ordering of the New Testament as attested by Sinaiticus and 

Vaticanus, the alternative Western convention that placed the apostolic gospels of Matthew and 

John first, as well as other variations that always resulted in Matthew listed first.210  

An important testimony, attributed to Papias by Eusebius, claims that Matthew composed 

or compiled his gospel in Hebrew, which can be understood in multiple ways.  Papias could 

mean Matthew was an editor of this material, Matthew collected a group of sayings that became 

the nucleus of his gospel, or Matthew wrote the original version of the gospel in Hebrew 

(Aramaic) and it was translated later into Greek.211 Whether Papias understood this to be the 

gospel proper, or a collection of sayings, this belief that Matthew wrote something in Hebrew, 

prior to Mark, was widespread in the patristic evidence.212 

This patristic evidence gives more support to the Griesbach hypothesis, which is widely 

rejected today, than it does to a date before or after 70.213 Both Ignatius and the Didache use 

Matthew, which prohibits a date later than 100 CE, but establishing a terminus ad quem does not 

resolve the issue. 214   Harmonizing Irenaeus’ tradition of Matthew being written between 63 and 

66 CE with Markan priority requires pushing Mark’s date of composition back to the late 50s to 
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allow adequate time for Mark to gain authority.215 However, Markan priority is not compatible 

with this patristic evidence, leaving scholars to weigh the value of this external patristic evidence 

in comparison to the internal evidence pointing toward Markan priority.  The possibility that the 

patristic authors gave precedence to Matthew, based on the belief that his gospel was directly 

written by an apostle of Christ, causes further doubts about the weight given to the patristic 

evidence.216 

Another point of datum used for pre—70 external consideration is the Christian 

accessibility to Hebrew scrolls following the break with the synagogue.  The theory contends 

that after the temple’s destruction, a complete break occurred between Judaism and Christianity, 

resulting in Christians no longer having access to the synagogue.  Hebrew scrolls were housed in 

the synagogue, and Matthew uses Hebrew scriptures in his gospel, therefore Matthew must have 

used these scrolls prior to the break with the synagogue in 70. 217  

This argument lacks a secure foundation as there is no conclusive data that Christians in 

Matthew’s setting had withdrawn from the synagogue.218 It has been alleged that the Jewish 

synagogue liturgy, Birkath ha—Minim, established a sharp divide between Nazarenes 

(Christians) and the synagogue, meaning Christianity could no longer claim to be a reform 

movement within Judaism.  This clause has been attributed to the council of Jamnia, often dated 

to 70 CE, though a date around 85 or 90 CE is more generally accepted.219  
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The belief in a decisive and streamlined break between Judaism and Christianity, aided 

by the council of Jamnia, is fraught with problems.  What reason is there to believe that the 

decisions of Jamnia became immediate edict adhered to by all of Judaism?  This first generation 

of post—temple rabbis doubtfully possessed such great power in Palestine that any cursing of 

schismatics would be immediately accepted.220  What level of interest did they have in making 

such an edict? 

There is no evidence that Jamneans were establishing a fundamental break between 

themselves and previous generations.221 There is no evidence that they undertook writing a 

history of what had transpired prior to their council because continuity existed between the 

temple and post—temple.222 Major internal disputes occurred during this period where 

Shammaites and Hillelites worked to gain an upper hand concerning how they should live under 

Roman rule.223 These internal disputes increase the unlikelihood that the whole of Jamnia stood  

in unity to banish Jewish Christians from the synagogue, creating a decisive and immediate split 

that eliminated any possibility of access to the Hebrew scrolls.  Jerusalem Christians and 

Pharisees appear to have co—existed into the 60s as seen in Acts (15:5; 21:20; 23:6) with no 

reason to believe this immediately changed among all Palestinian synagogues following the 

temple’s destruction or the council of Jamnia. 224 

External patristic evidence should not be ignored, but when compared with the 

abundance of internal evidence that validates Markan priority, the traditions passed on by these 
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writers comes into serious question.  Irenaeus’ testimony places Matthew in the early 60s, but the 

external evidence primarily argues for Matthean priority as opposed to pre—70 composition.    

The unlikelihood of Matthean priority creates doubt regarding the validity of this patristic 

tradition, though adherents of the Griesbach Theory will find it more valuable.  The Hebrew 

scrolls argument merits little consideration until corroboration of this decisive synagogue break 

that eliminated all access to the scrolls is validated. 

Pre—70 Internal Evidence 

 Internal evidence from Matthew places significant focus on the watershed moment of the 

temple’s fall, just as post—70 adherents do. Most scholars date Matthew in the 80s or 90s, but 

pre—70 adherents may claim these conclusions are based on the destruction of the temple as a 

single fixed point.225  While the fall of Jerusalem has a significant place in all three Synoptic 

Gospels, post—70 adherents claim Matthew contains a striking emphasis on these events. 

Whereas Mark’s account of Jerusalem’s destruction is vague, Matthew presents circumstantial 

knowledge that is commonly thought to signify a composition vaticinium ex eventu.  Those who 

argue that the gospel betrays knowledge of Jerusalem’s fall may be accused of an unjustifiable 

anti—supernaturalist presupposition.  However, there is acknowledgement that the discourse 

could reflect Jesus’ authentic predictions of the temple’s fall that has been coloured by the events 

of 70.226 

 Matthew is said to betray clear knowledge of the destruction in 22:7 with the parable of 

the Wedding Banquet.227 There are problems though that have been cited with this vaticinium ex 
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eventu reading in Matthew 22.  First, Matthew 22:7 is hardly convincing evidence as a Jew 

writing around the beginning of the war, and familiar with ancient punitive campaigns, could 

logically foresee this end, assuming this parable refers to the coming of Rome.228 The description 

of the king’s army destroying the city has been associated with the coming of Caesar’s army, 

though clearly the king represents God.  This association is a daring one as it cannot be 

consistently applied throughout the parable.229 Further, if the source of the burning city is Isaiah 

5:22—25, there is no need to assume the parable is a post—70 rewrite of Rome burning 

Jerusalem.230   Ruling out the ability for such a prediction a priori or eliminating the potential of 

an insightful author seeing this end should not be uncritically dismissed.231   

 Jesus also gives instructions in Matthew about having the right attitude toward temple 

offerings (5:23—24), oaths and temple ritual (23:16—22).  The story of paying the temple tax 

(17:24—27) also points to a pre—70 composition as it approves paying the tax.  It would be odd 

to find support for this in a post—70 context, as the tax was still required, but the funds were 

diverted to the worship of Jupiter.232 Why would Matthew maintain support for these temple 

rituals in post—70 CE composition, while emphasizing the need to keep Sabbath (24:20)?233 

Why would an author also antagonize the non—existent Sadducees if the temple had been 

destroyed?  One possibility is these sayings had historical value and served as examples for 

Matthew’s community since the temple still stood at the time of composition.234 
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This positive Jewishness of the gospel is said to be a point of difficulty for the post—70 

view.  While post—70 critics point to anti—Jewish sentiments in the gospel, Matthew takes a 

surprisingly positive tone towards Jewish scribes in 23:2—3 and 23:23.235 Contrary to Mark, 

Matthew offers no explanation for Jewish purification rituals (Matthew 15:2; Mark 7:2—4), 

which suggests a readership that had yet to forget its roots after severing ties with Judaism.236  

Other dating markers used by pre—70 scholars include the use of ‘rabbi’ or the reference 

to ‘Zechariah son of Barachiah’.  Some interpreters claim that the use of ‘rabbi’ in 23:7—8 

reflects post—70 CE verbiage as the term was not used in this way during Jesus’ lifetime.  

However, information from this era is sparse and Jesus’ life was part of the period in which this 

word was emerging as an official title.  Those who also claim that ‘Zechariah son of Barachiah’ 

in 23:35 is actually Zechariah son of Baris who was killed during the uprising before the 

temple’s fall are mistaken.  This is probably an interpretative equation of Zechariah 1:1 and the 

priest named Zechariah that was murdered in the temple courtyard in 2 Chronicles 24:20—22.237 

There are also a propensity of events being reported by Matthew in and around Jerusalem (2:3, 

16; 21:10; 27:3—8), which could place the composition near Jerusalem before 70.238  

It is true that some post—70 scholars are subject to accusation that their dating 

convention is based on an anti—prophetic worldview.  However, much of the evidence just 

discussed also dismisses the historicity of Jesus’ teachings.  It is possible that the temple still 

stood, which is why Jesus antagonizes the Sadducees, addresses proper temple decorum and has 

a positive Jewish tone.  It is also possible these teachings are found in Matthew because they are 
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actual teachings of Jesus.  Whether Matthew was composed before or after the temple’s fall does 

not preclude the use of Jesus’ historical teachings about Jewish customs.  The gospels need not 

be products of pure redaction to meet community needs, they are also products of what Jesus 

said and did.  Any presupposition that Matthew would not include these teachings if the 

Jewish—Christian divide had not occurred is as subject to skepticism as are the anti—prophetic 

adherents. 

Pre—70 adherents also question whether Matthew’s prophetic discourse betrays 

knowledge of the events of the Roman—Jewish war.  The description in Matthew 24:15—22, 

specifically verse 21 about the distress of those days never being equalled, lacks precision to the 

events and outcome of the Jewish war.  Matthew lacks reflection on the heightened Jewish 

nationalism that resulted from this war, further validating the potential of a pre—70 

composition.239  Could an author writing after 70 CE have really described the Roman—Jewish 

war in such cataclysmic terms?  An argument can be made that an author writing from a post—

70 vantage point would have softened the language to give the prophecy the precision lacking in 

Matthew 24.240   

A post—70 composition for Matthew also creates an intertextual, theological conflict 

pertaining to the Gentiles.  In the parable of the Wedding Banquet in 22:1—14, Jesus uses ‘then’ 

at the start of 22:8—9, which would imply the gentile mission did not begin until after 70.  This 

disagrees with the theology of evangelism in 28:19—20, where Jesus commissions an immediate 

move toward the Gentiles.241 This motif of a divine rejection of the Jewish nation has been used 

                                                           
239 J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, 16—17. 
240 J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, 16.  
241 R. Gundry, Matthew, 600. 



56 
 
 

to point toward a later date of composition, yet it appears in the Pauline literature (Romans 9—

11).  Mathew further states in 10:23 that the mission to Israel must continue until the Son of Man 

comes, possibly envisioning a final conversion of Israel as Paul did.242  

Another point of consideration is the theological sophistication of Matthew and the 

possibility that it points to a later date of composition.  Matthew is said to have a well—

developed Christology and ecclesiastical character, which indicates a date later than 70 CE.243  

There are two problems with this line of argumentation.  First, theological sophistication is a 

matter of opinion, and highly subjective as to what should be considered more ‘primitive’ or 

‘sophisticated’.  Second, any assumption that pre—70 Christianity was primitive is scholarly 

presupposition.  Does Paul’s pre—70 writing lack Christological and theological sophistication?  

Christianity can have simultaneous strands of primitive and theological sophistication that were 

developing at the same time.244 

This relates to a final point of consideration, the lack of evidence that Matthew knew the 

Pauline letters.  With a gap of potentially thirty years between Paul and Matthew, it is strange 

that the two authors have different terminology, theological emphases and unique lists of 

resurrection appearances.245 Whereas the apostolic fathers consistently betray knowledge of 

Paul’s writing, Matthew does not.  For Matthew to have ignored an author that influential serves 

as a possible date marker that Matthew is not as far removed from Paul as post—70 scholars 

allege.  
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Problematic to this line of thought is the belief that Matthew, or any other gospel writer, 

would have used Paul if his writings were available.  The letters of Paul are not conducive as 

source material for crafting narratives of Jesus’ life since they contain little information about 

Jesus’ life and address issues beyond Jesus’ time.  This line of thinking further assumes that if 

Paul was available to Matthew, Matthew would have used Paul.  While possible that Matthew 

was written too closely to Paul for use, it also possible Matthew knew Paul and rejected using his 

writings for any number of reasons.  The many possibilities for why one author refused to use 

another makes this line of argumentation of little value. 

The Olivet Discourse is the central focus of this debate with scholars claiming it provides 

essential proof that Matthew is a post—70 writing.  Pre—70 proponents call this conclusion into 

question on the grounds of anti—supernaturalism and the prophecy being too vague to betray 

specific knowledge of 70.  Certain details in Matthew have often been said to betray the 

Evangelist’s knowledge of the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple in AD 70 (most 

notably 22:7 and 23:37–24:20).  However, at best, these passages reflect Jesus’ predictions of 

that destruction.  If Matthew were writing after 70, he would have been in a position to record 

details, such as the temple being burned, but fails to do so.246  ‘Unless one refuses to believe in 

the possibility of predictive prophecy (an unjustifiable, anti—supernaturalist presupposition), 

this argument too collapses.’247  

Core to the issue of the date is whether a scholar dismisses any possibility that Jesus 

predicted the temple’s fall, or if the discourse itself represents an authentic prediction from Jesus 

that has been coloured by the events of 70.  ‘That Jesus could have predicted the doom of 
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Jerusalem and its sanctuary is no more inherently improbable than that another Jesus, the son of 

Ananias, should have done so in the autumn of 62.’248 Though it could be argued that the account 

of Jesus son of Ananias was written by Josephus post—70 and is subject to the same scrutiny, it 

is reasonable to deduce that Josephus records an authentic tradition.   

Josephus also tells of ‘the Egyptian’ (Antiquities 20.168—72; Jewish War 2.261—65) 

who led masses to the Mount of Olives, declaring that the walls of Jerusalem would come 

crashing down and he would become king.  This figure was significant enough that he was 

mentioned in the book of Acts where Paul was mistaken for this enigmatic figure.249 That Jesus 

and others would see a pending destruction of Jerusalem falls within the prophetic tradition of 

the temple’s previous decimation by Babylon.  There is, therefore, a possibility that even a 

scholar who adopts an anti—supernaturalist paradigm can acknowledge the potential of Jesus 

predicting the temple’s destruction.  The question that remains is whether the Olivet Discourse 

evinces knowledge that the writer is, at minimum, conforming a prophecy to the events of the 

post—70 world. 

Matthew is preoccupied with Jerusalem also in the Olivet Discourse as the centre of a 

corrupt Jewish leadership that no longer existed after 70.  A Matthean emendation inserts the 

Sabbath (24:20) alongside winter as an undesirable time to flee destruction, which lacks purpose 

if Jerusalem has already fallen.250 There is a further issue with Matthew’s use of εὐθέως (24:29) 

regarding the celestial sign of the Son of Man’s coming in association with the tribulation of 

those days.  Matthew allows no gap between the tribulation and the parousia, making the Son of 
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Man’s delayed coming more noticeable.  This is further exacerbated when acknowledging 

Matthew’s propensity for omitting Mark’s use of εὐθύς.251  

Inserting Sabbath observance into the Markan material is not uncharacteristic of Matthew 

who has made Torah observance a central issue in his gospel (5:17—19).  There is no lack of 

purpose in this insertion when acknowledging Matthew’s emphasis that Jesus is not nullifying 

Torah.  Arguing for a scandalous delay of the parousia in Matthew can be used against pre—70 

scholars claiming the discourse is legitimate prophecy as it indicates Jesus was wrong about his 

own parousia.  Conversely, if arguing the discourse is only relaying what Jesus historically said, 

then the delay of the parousia is no marker of a pre or post—70 composition.  This delayed 

parousia scandal is only applicable if the parousia is the end of the space—time continuum, 

which is not a given in the current debate. 

Pre—70 scholars notice several points in the discourse that they believe indicates 

Matthew had not seen the temple’s end.  First, the ‘abomination of desolation’ at the time of the 

Roman—Jewish war did not have an immediate connection with end—times events, which 

makes it unusual that Matthew is not concerned with softening this language to bring it more in 

line with the actual events.252 As with the previous ‘delay of the parousia’ issue, this is an 

unusual argument for validating a prophecy as it seems to indicate the prophecy is mistaken in 

some regard, which would indicate false prophecy (Deuteronomy 18:22).   

Another objection regarding the abomination of desolation is that it cannot refer to the 

destruction of the sanctuary by Titus as it would have been far too late to take to the hills.253 
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While this statement is true, Titus destroying the temple is only one of several possibilities that 

have been suggested in the secondary literature on the subject.254 The fact that the term is mired 

in opaqueness may well be the best argument for this point as neither Mark nor Matthew 

connects this Danielic prophecy to a specific event.255  

Whereas the original ‘sacrilege’ was the erection of the pagan altar in Jerusalem in 167 

BCE, finding a corresponding fulfillment during Jesus’ time is difficult for some scholars.  

Nolland has stated,  

‘One looks in vain in Josephus’s account of the Jerusalem war for a distinctive event that 

would stand out clearly as deserving the label “the desolating sacrilege”, and especially 

for one that marks a sharp divide between a time when people in Judaea were best 

advised to stay put and a time when they needed to flee at once for their lives (Mt. 

24:17—18).256 

Had Matthew intended his readers to understand the abomination as an event lying in the past, he 

offers no help in clarifying its meaning.257  However, if the reference is so opaque that neither a 

first century audience nor a future audience would be able to identify it, how can anyone flee 

when they see this abomination?  The desecration of the holy place in some form is the key sign 

of the pending horror, a sign to be heeded by the reader.258  

By attempting to dismiss potential fulfillments in the past through ambiguity, these 

scholars create a proverbial double—edged sword that brings into question how the abomination 

could be identified.  If none of the first century candidates would qualify, it is difficult to deduce 

what future iteration would suffice.  Likewise, if the abomination were an event from the first 
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century, either the prophecy was too opaque to be of use to Matthew’s readers, or the prediction 

never came to fruition.  A false prophecy does nothing to advance a supernaturalist approach to 

the text, nor does it guarantee a pre—70 composition.  The temple’s fall and faithfulness to 

Jesus’ words could be motive enough for inclusion in the text.  Of the many valuable criticisms 

advanced by these scholars, nothing is definitively persuasive in dating Matthew before 70.  

Post—70 External Evidence 

 As previously examined, the external data offers more evidence that the early church 

believed in Matthean priority than a date pre—70 or post—70.  Markan priority has been a fixed 

point for much of the twentieth century, along with a composition date for Mark of 65 CE.259  

Markan priority places the composition of Matthew several years later than Mark as the 

document needed time to gain authority, be distributed, and become available to Matthew.  This 

suggests the earliest date of composition for Matthew in the early 70s.260 However, if Markan 

priority is accepted, a date for Mark in the mid—60s is far from conclusive.  Irenaeus, Papias and 

Justin Martyr associate the composition of Mark with the death of Peter, presumably in 64/65 

CE.261 If this date is accurate, it strains the credibility of Matthew being composed prior to 70.  

Yet as examined above, these post—apostolic church figures transmitted multiple traditions now 

widely rejected.  This testimony remains speculative, and while it should not be ignored, it 

cannot serve as a key dating marker. 

There is no firm data to establish a date for Matthew’s gospel being composed prior to 

100 CE. Matthew was quoted by Ignatius in the letter to the Smyrnaeans (1.1), approximately 
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dated between 110 and 115 CE, and it was quoted in the Didache in the late 90s. 262 In this same 

period the first instance of a Christian claiming authorship for Matthew is the Papias testimony 

from 120—130 CE.263 Yet the Papias testimony bears little fruit because the final form of 

Matthew is not just a collection of sayings and there is no evidence it was written in anything 

other than Greek.264  

Questions also remain as to whether Jesus’ earliest followers were truly the authors or 

capable of composing these documents. The original versions do not bear the associated titles 

such as ‘The Gospel According to Matthew’, nor do they claim to be written by eyewitnesses.  In 

the case of Matthew, while someone named Matthew is mentioned in 9:9 the gospel never claims 

he is the author, rather the author always writes in the third person.265 Matthew also evinces a 

high—level of education, a rare achievement in the ancient world where illiteracy rates were 90 

percent.  Jesus’ early followers were primarily lower—class peasants who would not have the 

education to write such documents, nor the Greek background to compose them as Aramaic 

speakers.266  

With a terminus ad quem of 100 CE for Matthew’s composition, all that can be deduced 

is a documented surge of reference near the end of the first century.  However, an argument can 

be made that the increased use of Matthew at the end of the century could point to a later date in 

the century rather than to an earlier one.  Why did Matthew gain prominence in the literature of 

these early second century Christian thinkers?  The combination of Matthew being a recent and 
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authoritative composition, within 20 years of it’s being penned, as well as being attributed to a 

disciple of Christ, may explain the prominence of the book during this period.  This is far from 

conclusive, but neither is the patristic testimony used to place Matthew in the 60s.  

Matthew’s dependency on Mark allows for examination of the Markan source for any 

indication of a date for Mark’s composition.  Papias provides the earliest testimony to Mark in 

130 CE, claiming John Mark accurately interpreted Peter’s teachings.267 Irenaeus claims that 

Mark wrote his gospel after the deaths of Peter and Paul, presumably in the mid—60s, a date 

confirmed by the Anti—Marcionite Prologue.268 Mark uses a number of Latinisms and explains 

Greek expressions with Latin expressions (12:42; 15:46).  It also utilises terms like 

Syrophoenician, which indicates a Western audience.269 The in—house orientation of Mark 

aligns well with Roman Christianity; the persecutions in Mark 13 are such as one would see 

particularly with non—citizens, possibly reflecting a period when both Jews and Christians were 

subject to persecution.270 The combination of patristic evidence and internal evidence may well 

point to a Markan composition in the mid to late 60s.271  

The patristic evidence remains questionable as a dating marker given the objections 

already discussed pertaining to Matthew.  Nevertheless, they do place Mark’s composition in the 

mid—60s, in the Western portion of the empire.  Latinisms and the need for explanations offer 

validity to this Roman hypothesis, while the nature of house churches could well be argued as 

reflecting a period earlier than the 60s amidst Paul’s missionary work.  Additional objections 
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could be raised over Mark’s knowledge of the Neronian persecution, though statements about 

Jesus being with wild beasts, promised persecutions, being salted with fire and betrayal to the 

authorities by family do make a mid—60s setting plausible.272 Further consideration should be 

given to the amount of time it took the Jesus movement to penetrate Rome itself, possibly around 

49 CE when Claudius expelled the Jews over ‘Chrestus’.273 Weighing these many variables, a 

date for composition between 64 and 70 for the writing of Mark seems most probable. 

Post—70 Internal Evidence 

For many scholars the destruction of the temple and the historical ramifications of this 

event are reflected in Matthew and offer the definitive proof that Matthew is a post—70 

composition.274 Matthew is a response to the problem that confronted all Judaism (including 

Christianity): how does one knit together the fragments of the late Second Temple Yahwistic 

faith, now blown apart in 70 CE by the religious equivalent of a direct meteor hit.275 The gospels 

reflect a gap of 40—70 years in which the significant and substantial complexity in the writing 

reveals the ‘mutagenic variety and intensity of the social, political, and religious forces bearing 

down on evolving Christian traditions.’276 Matthew demonstrates an antagonism that is the result 

of a community engaged in fierce debate with the rabbinic Judaism coming to replace the temple 

institution that had fallen.277  
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More than the other synoptics, Matthew engages the Pharisaism that had become 

dominant after 70, representing the primary opposition of Christians in Syro—Palestine.  

Matthew’s Jewish worldview is also closest to the rabbinic movement, a post—70 movement 

that achieved its prominence after the temple fell.278 The use of ‘rabbi’ as a title for Jesus is 

considered anachronistic by some scholars prior to the period of Jamnia in 85—90 CE.  

However, this is speculative as rabbi may have functioned as the modern equivalent of ‘sir’ 

before 70 CE.279   Evidence in Matthew demonstrates that that community had recently been 

expelled from the synagogue, (5:11) and was competing with the synagogue for true Israel status, 

which reflects a post—70 world. It is the Pharisees who erect the tombs of the prophets and 

persecute Christians who follow in the line of those prophets (5:12), meaning that Matthew’s 

community stands in the direct line from prophets to Jesus.280  

Matthew 22:7 is a redactional insertion commonly accepted as an vaticinium ex eventu 

reference to Titus burning Jerusalem in 70 CE.281 The king is God who employs a human agent 

(Caesar) to exercise his judgment  as previously done with Assyria, Babylon, and Persia.282 

Whether Matthew inserted the verse or Luke removed it, Gundry’s assertion that Isaiah 5 as the 

source of the parable separates it from Rome is challenged when acknowledging the multivalent 

nature of these prophetic passages.283  The Torah declares that God’s judgment will often be 

synonymous with the arrival of a foreign nation that will bring destruction on Israel 

(Deuteronomy 28:48).  Also, the use of ἐμπίμπρημι is found only here in the New Testament, 
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though it is commonly used in the LXX for bringing fire to towns, noticeably for Babylonian 

destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE.284 Matthew 22:7 may well offer some support to a post—

70 date, though it has been contended this argument is not as critical to the position as others.285   

Jesus’ contention with the Pharisees is heightened in Matthew, not just in frequency of 

their appearance but in the battle of synagogue versus church.  Matthew’s Jesus has established a 

heightened break with the synagogue, which has now become ‘their’ synagogue (10:17) and 

‘your’ synagogue (23:34).  In contrast with this is ‘the church’ (18:17) and ‘my church’ (16:18), 

which not only stands against the synagogue but now has disciplinary regulations for the 

community.286 However, Matthew’s Jesus can still refer to congregants walking outside of the 

community boundaries as Gentiles, which indicates Matthew does not see this as Christianity 

versus Judaism, rather sectarian divide.287 

It is indisputable that the use of ‘church’ precedes 70 as evident from the authentic 

Pauline letters, but the strong distinction between synagogue and church in Matthew is notable. 

Jesus’ use of church is anachronistic, and the placement in opposition to the synagogue 

intensifies the anachronism.  The fact that Matthew’s Jesus can demand Torah obedience and 

teach in the synagogue on one hand, while criticizing the Pharisees more often than any other 

gospel and creating a competing gathering on the other, intensifies the Jewish sectarian divide 

between the groups.  The church having its own community regulations and foundation built on 
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Peter make Matthew’s presentation of the juxtaposition of the church and the synagogue an 

important piece of information in this debate. 

Post—70 bitterness may also account for the Matthean emphasis on the gentile mission, 

particularly if Matthew was written in Syrian Antioch.288 Gentile proselytes had become a 

significant part of the empire—wide Jesus movement, placing a potential strain on the inter—

church relationship between Jewish and gentile believers.  Yet there is also polemic against 

Jesus’ Jewish opponents, which is less developed than John’s gospel from the 90s, but still 

shows significant complexity.289 The collision of these conflicting issues within the Jesus 

movement are also important data offering insight into what could be a post—70 church. 

Evaluation 

With no definitive evidence that dates the gospel before or after 70 CE, the total weight 

of the data can only provide a degree of probability.  The argument that Jesus could not have 

predicted the temple’s destruction has little merit for several reasons.  While the discourse 

predicts a time when the temple will be destroyed, which subsequently happened 40 years after 

Jesus’ life, there is a degree of vagueness that is improbable for a completely fabricated 

prophecy.  Details such as who would destroy it, the name of the general or emperor of the time, 

how long the campaign would last, or specifying the support wall that would remain standing are 

all missing.  Wars, famine and false prophets or messiahs are references to Old Testament 

ideology and the messianic environment of the first century.   
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The destruction of the first temple had been a subject of tremendous significance to the 

Old Testament prophets.  God declared Babylon an agent of his wrath and Israel’s unfaithfulness 

led to the first temple’s fall (Jeremiah 39, 44, 52; Ezekiel 24, 33; Haggai 1; Zechariah 1).  

Though the prophets consistently warned Judah to turn back from their covenant unfaithfulness, 

lest they receive the curses God promised (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28), they ignored these 

messages and the result was catastrophe.   

As a first century Jew identifying himself in the line of prophets, living in an era of 

Imperial domination and political tension, Jesus drawing parallels between Rome and Babylon is 

plausible.  This is further validated when noting that others besides Jesus predict the destruction 

of the temple in the writings of that time.  Jesus adopted a prophetic role in the line of prophets 

(13:35; 13:57; 21:11) with a message of dire importance to a generation openly rejecting him 

(11:16; 12:39—45; 16:4; 17:17).  It is reasonable to conclude that Jesus possessed the ability to 

make an historical prediction about the temple, that could later be subjected to redaction as 

events developed.   

The most reliable external evidence indicates that Matthew was in circulation and known 

by approximately 100 CE.  It also offers additional support to a location in the western empire 

for the origin of Mark, whose style and grammar fits well with a Roman audience.  Evangelistic 

efforts had pushed this messianic Jesus sect to Rome by no later than the 50s CE, creating an 

opportunity for crafting a narrative conducive to the needs of that community.  Though the 

patristic evidence has at times come into direct conflict with the internal evidence of the gospels, 

the Roman composition of Mark provides external data to complement the internal data.   
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Using patristic tradition to date Matthew in the 60s faces the problem of patristic 

traditions that also place Mark in the mid to late 60s, conflicting with modern conclusions about 

Markan priority and Matthew’s dependence on that text.  If one uses patristic testimony to date 

Matthew in the 60s, the same patristic testimony must be used to date Mark to the mid—60s, 

creating a difficult scenario in which Matthew and Mark were composed immediately after one 

another.  Additionally, the patristic testimony argues that Matthew was writing before Mark, 

which is doubtful according to the internal data.    

Whether Mark was recording the testimony of Peter or not, this data provides additional 

support for Mark as a document composed for Roman thinkers in a western empire setting.  

Matthew appears to be a document designed for a Jewish audience, closer to where the events 

historically occurred.  If these regional conclusions are accurate, Mark’s gospel would have 

needed to come into existence and gain enough credibility to merit replication and travel to 

different regions of the empire.  Then Matthew would need to come into contact with Mark and 

have adequate time to redact this source material in a significant manner resulting in the creation 

of his own unique presentation of Jesus.  These redactions result not only from additional written 

material accumulated by Matthew, but also from events that have transpired in the time between 

the two documents.  These many factors raise serious questions as to whether Matthew was a 

pre—70 composition. 

Conflict with the Pharisees by itself brings no resolution as Jesus also had heated conflict 

with the Sadducees.  If Jesus’ fight with the Pharisees is attributed exclusively to a post—70 split 

between church and synagogue, the battle with the Sadducees makes little sense.  If the heated 

battle with the Sadducees is historical, then the battle with the Pharisees should be given 
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historical merit as well.  Why insert the Sadducees in a temple—less world, if the opposition in 

the text is for a post—70 community?  There is nothing implausible about the historical Jesus 

conflicting with these two groups.  It is Matthew’s unique presentation of the Pharisees and the 

synagogue which is of importance.  

 Matthew has crafted a narrative tension that does more than put Jesus at odds with the 

Pharisees, it puts the church and synagogue into conflict.  The fact that Matthew’s Jesus speaks 

of ‘their synagogues’ as a place where the disciples will encounter persecution, at a point in the 

narrative where Jesus commissions the disciples for an initial mission indicates a significant 

redaction to the source.  Matthew makes this redaction to material found in Mark’s version of the 

Olivet Discourse, which he has excised from his own version of the Olivet Discourse and placed 

into Jesus’ second discourse.  By placing Olivet material earlier in the narrative, Matthew 

intensifies the conflict between Jesus’ disciples and the Pharisees, building toward the 

establishment of a church (16:18) with its own communal rules (18:17).  This conflict reaches its 

climax with the seven—fold ‘woes’ upon the scribes and Pharisees, leading ultimately to Jesus’ 

public declaration of Jerusalem’s imminent destruction (23:1—39).   

Matthew’s Jesus has exacerbated this conflict between synagogue and church by twice 

declaring Israel to be a house of lost sheep (10:6; 15:24) while opening the doors of the church to 

non—Israelites (10:5—7; 25:31—46; 28:16—20).  While the chief priests and elders plea with 

Pilate for Jesus’ death, it is Pilate’s non—Israelite wife who receives dreams to have nothing to 

do with his death.  While Pilate washes his hands of innocent blood, Israel declares Jesus’ blood 

to be on them and their children.  Finally, Jesus commissions his disciples to leave the Promised 

Land in search of non—Israelite converts abroad, abandoning the seat of Pharisaical power in 
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Judaea.  It is therefore not just that there is conflict with Pharisees in Matthew, but a level of 

conflict not found in the Markan source that substantially widens the divide between Jesus and 

the Pharisees.  

The Olivet Discourse in Matthew retains a number of vague and controversial matters of 

the Markan source, such as the generic nature of famine and the meaning of ‘abomination of 

desolation’.  However, it also anachronistically inserts the παρουσία into the discourse, with the 

disciples asking about a παρουσία that has not been previously mentioned.  Paul’s use of 

παρουσία prior to 70 CE is a matter of fact, but its placement on Jesus’ lips, found only in 

Matthew, reflects a concern of Matthew’s community about the meaning of this event.  Though 

Matthew does not answer all of the vague questions of his source, meaning he retains the core 

history of what Jesus said, he has also significantly altered this prophecy through the addition of 

substantial material. 

Jesus presents the disciples with a prophecy that not only addresses his παρουσία, an 

event Paul associates with the temple (1 Thessalonians 4:13—5:11; 2 Thessalonians 2:1—12), 

but also with a full—scale inclusion of Gentiles in the church (25:31—46; 28:16—20).  Though 

it must be recognised that neither the παρουσία nor the Gentiles in the church are subjects that 

began after 70, Matthew’s need for Jesus to address them in a way unknown to Mark’s Jesus 

make their presence in the text key data.  The rise of rabbinic Judaism following the temple’s 

destruction comes amidst a national crisis that altered the landscape of Judaea.  Meanwhile, 

Christian evangelists not only declare that Jesus pronounced doom on the temple, they also 

witness an increasing number of Gentiles as part of those following Jesus, some of whom have 

suffered death at the hands of Nero.  The exceptional level of redaction to the Olivet Discourse 
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and related passages appear to favour a post—70 church struggling with both their identity and 

their conflict with the synagogue.   

None of the data points provide a definitive answer, but the totality of the evidence 

indicates that Matthew was composed after 70 CE.  When considering the composition date of 

Mark, the definitive terminus ante quem composition date for Matthew determined from external 

citation, the need for Matthew to redact his source material in a number of ways to create a 

heightened tension between church and synagogue, and the religio—historical situation that led 

to these redactions, a date after 70 fits the evidence well.  The best evidence for a pre—70 

Matthew is external evidence that is speculative and flawed.  Arguments about the vagueness of 

the prophecy are met with the reality that Matthew supplemented that prophecy in a significant 

manner that indicates a need for such emendations, which also indicates an understanding of the 

source material on Matthew’s part.   

The significance of the temple’s destruction along with the growing number of Gentiles 

in the Jesus movement are ideal conditions to trigger these amendments.  When further 

considering the frustration, many Jewish Christians may have felt about Gentiles among the 

believers, after Gentiles had destroyed the temple, makes the need for Matthew’s gospel all the 

more pertinent. This conclusion is not definitive, but it most accurately considers all of the 

information available to date. 
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Chapter Two:  

Eschatology, Apocalypticism and the Son of Man 

 
 

Eschatology and Apocalypticism  

 
In order to establish a foundation for the viability of Psalm 80 as a source option for the Sheep 

and the Goats, it is important to examine the potential genre classifications of the passage.  The 

Sheep and the Goats is the climax of Matthew’s Olivet Discourse, which has been the subject of 

significant genre debate.  During the discourse Jesus invokes Old Testament language of the 

coming Son of Man, heavenly portents, tribulation and a scene of judgment.  This passage has 

been described as both apocalyptic and eschatological, with those terms being used 

interchangeably at times.  These attempts to define the Olivet Discourse by genre are part of a 

larger debate on locating Jesus himself within the boundaries of an apocalyptic or eschatological 

teacher.   

 While attempts have been made to define apocalyptic literature, the genre proves difficult 

to conform within a single matrix.  The Apocalypse Group of the SBL Genres Project suggests 

that the use of Apocalypse could be defined as,  

A genre of revelatory literature within a narrative framework, in which a revelation is 

mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality 

which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial 

insofar as it involves another, supernatural world.290  

This definition is said to apply to sections of several ancient texts including: 1 Enoch, Daniel, 4 

Ezra, 2 Baruch and Revelation among others.291   

                                                           
290 J.J. Collins, ‘Toward the Morphology of a Genre’, Semeia 14 (1979): 9.  
291 J.J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 5.  
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 Attempting to define these texts within a genre grouping raises the question as to whether 

such a genre is in fact historical or ahistorical.  The Apocalyptic Group acknowledges that 

‘apocalyptic’ is a modern designation and that the use of apokalypsis within the manuscripts is 

not standard, providing an unreliable way of defining texts within the genre.292  These efforts to 

define apocalyptic as a genre operate partially on a prototypical view where the presence of a 

distinct schema allows for the establishment framework.293 Within these texts is there a Gestalt 

structure or a series of common elements which can be used to define each document as part of 

this genre?  How many common elements must these different texts have in order to be 

considered the same genre?   

 Hanson is correct that the challenge of defining apocalypticism is rooted in it not being a 

static system, rather a dynamic movement.294  He attempts to resolve the conflict by defining 

‘apocalypse’ as a literary genre and apocalyptic eschatology as a religious perspective on 

viewing divine plans as they relate to mundane realities.295  Apocalypticism then emerges as a 

community or movement from an apocalyptic ideology.296  The structure Hanson suggests 

thoughtfully distinguishes unique aspects of both literature and community movement.  

Unfortunately, the names he uses are too easy to interchange with one another.  Another issue to 

confront within this paradigm is whether the genre, the movement or ideology is dealing with 

matters of the space—time continuum coming to a halt, or if larger considerations are in 

question. 

                                                           
292 J.J. Collins, ‘Toward the Morphology’, 2. 
293 C. Newsom, ‘Spying Out the Land: A Report from Genealogy’, in R. Troxel, K. Friebel, D. Magary, eds., 

Seeking Out the Wisdom of the Ancients (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 443.  
294 P.D. Hanson, ‘Apocalypticism’ IDBSup (Nashville: Abingdon, 1976), 29. 
295 P.D. Hanson, ‘Apocalypticism’, 29. 
296 P.D. Hanson, ‘Apocalypticism’, 30. 
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The suggestion has been made that even if a text does not fall within the apocalyptic 

genre, the common elements of apocalyptic writing in a non—apocalyptic text brings the latter 

under the wider umbrella of apocalyptic literature.297  Likewise, it is suggested that a text can be 

read apocalyptically if it contains elements of apocalyptic literature but is not itself part of the 

genre.298  This notion of an apocalyptic reading entails viewing the text with an eye toward 

imminent eschatological judgment.299  The presupposition here is that apocalyptic literature is 

focused predominately on the end of the world, which will subject elements of apocalyptic 

literature in non—apocalyptic texts to a similar world—ending view.300     

Examination of the apocalyptic texts reveals that the book of Daniel is a pivotal source 

emulated by several of these texts in their own compositions.  The use of Daniel to meet the 

religio—historical needs of later generations makes it an essential text for understanding the core 

components of what defines apocalyptic.  The Sheep and the Goats, as well as its larger Olivet 

Discourse context, incorporates key elements from Daniel with special emphasis on the Son of 

Man.  The Danielic elements in the Sheep and the Goats, as well as other language in the 

passage, led to the designation of the Olivet Discourse as the ‘little apocalypse’ in the 19th 

century.301  Addressing the classification of the Olivet Discourse is essential both for ascertaining 

the meaning of the passage and for the argument that Psalm 80 may have been a natural text to 

appeal to in crafting the Sheep and the Goats.  Determining how much the Olivet Discourse has 

                                                           
297 M. Novak, ‘The Odes of Solomon as Apocalyptic Literature’, VG 66 (2012): 531—532. 
298 K. Vandergriff, ‘Διαθήκη Καινὴ: New Covenant as Jewish Apocalypticism in Hebrews 8’, CBQ 79:1 (2017): 

100—101. 
299 K. Vandergriff, ‘New Covenant’, 103. 
300 This will be further discussed below. 
301 G. Beasley—Murray, Jesus and the Last Days: The Interpretation of the Olivet Discourse (Vancouver: Regent 

College Publishing, 1993), 1—31.   



76 
 
 

in common with texts designated apocalyptic is important for deducing the intended scope of the 

Sheep and the Goats. 

Daniel 

Several of the texts classified as apocalypses draw from Daniel’s visions as a primary 

source.  The presence of common elements between texts results in part from textual borrowing, 

which could lend credence to the prototypical theory.  Daniel is widely acknowledged to be a 

product of the second century BCE. Though the book is attributed to a 6th century BCE figure, 

the presence of foreign loan words, Daniel’s location in the Ketuvim as opposed to the Nevi’im, 

and the belief that the author betrays a knowledge of the events surrounding the reign of 

Antiochus Epiphanes are commonly cited as the reasons for this dating.302   Attempts to date 

Daniel to the sixth century BCE are in the minority, with those scholars focusing on internal 

evidence and rejecting that Daniel’s prophecies are vaticinium ex eventu. 303   

Second century BCE arguments for Daniel’s composition best fit the evidence for its 

date, meaning Daniel is pseudepigraphically attributed to a figure of the Babylonian exile four 

hundred years prior.  Though the narrative and its visions are placed in the distant past, the 

                                                           
302 Among the scholars arguing for a 2nd century BCE composition: G.R. Driver, The Aramaic of the Book of Daniel, 

JBL 45:12 (1926): 110—119.  F.M. Cross, The Ancient Library of Qumran (Garden City: Doubleday, 1961), 43; 

S.R. Driver, The Book of Daniel (Cambridge: University Press, 1900), xlvii—lxxvi; R. Hammer, The Book of 

Daniel, CBCE (New York, Cambridge Press, 1976), 4—8; W. Nelson, Daniel: Understanding the Bible 

Commentary Series, Kindle Edition (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2012), Location 409—521; D. Gowan, Daniel, 

AOTC Kindle Edition (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), Location 266—434. 
303 B. Waltke, ‘The Date of the Book of Daniel,’ BSAC 133:532 (1976): 320—329; E. Yamauchi, ‘Hermeneutical 

Issues in the Book of Daniel’, JETS 23:1 (1980): 14—21; C. Ray, ‘The Date and Authorship of the Book of Daniel’, 

JDT 11:4 (2007): 44—53; T. Longman & R. Dillard, An Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2006), 373—375; K. Kitchen, ‘The Aramaic of Daniel’, Wiseman, ed. Notes on Some Problems in the 

Book of Daniel (1965): 31—79; D. Wiseman, ‘Some Historical Problem in the Book of Daniel’, D. Wiseman, ed., 

Notes on Some Problems in the Book of Daniel. (London: Tyndale Press, 1965), 9—18; S. Miller, Daniel 

(Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994), 57; W. Shea, ‘Darius the Mede: An Update’, AUSS 20:3 (1982), 229—

247; C. Ray, ‘The Date and Authorship of the Book of Daniel’, JDT 11:34 (2007),44—53; G. Hasel, ‘New Light on 

the Book of Daniel from the Dead Sea Scrolls’, BSPADE 24:2 (2011), 44—47. 
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visions confront a dire situation facing Judaism in the second century BCE.  Interpreting Daniel 

through the prism of second century BCE events could be the deemed the Antiochus View, or 

the belief that the dream of Daniel 2 and the vision of Daniel 7 both focus on the crisis Jews 

faced from Antiochus IV. 

The Antiochus View maintains the four empires represented by Daniel’s four beasts are 

Babylon, Media, Persia and Greece, which gives birth to Syria.304  The division of Greece 

following Alexander’s death is represented by the horns on the fourth beast’s head, the little horn 

being Antiochus IV, the Jewish oppressor of the second century BCE.305  Daniel 11:2 describes 

four Persian kings that correspond to the four headed third beast and describe Persia’s first four 

kings.  Following in 11:3—39 are the details of Alexander to Antiochus Epiphanes.  Verses 40—

43 describe the destruction of the fourth beast, which is the destruction of Greece at the hands of 

Rome.  Therefore, ‘the time of the end’ is Greece’s destruction.306  

 The description of the fourth empire as an invincible force (2:40, 7:7) separated into 

periods of strength and division fits the rise and fall of Greece well.  Under Alexander, Greece 

controlled an empire the size of which even Rome never achieved.  The horns of the fourth beast 

also align well with the kings of the Syrian part of the Greek empire from Seleucus Nicator to 

Antiochus Epiphanes.307  However, it is also possible that the author intended the ten horns to be 

                                                           
304 Scholars who would affirm this view: Kvanvig, ‘Struktur und Geschichte in Dan. 7,1—14’; Ginsberg, Studies in 

Daniel; J.J. Collins, Daniel 7 Hermeneia Commentary. 
305 T. Longman, Daniel, NIV AC (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 1999), 189; E. Heaton, Daniel: The Kingdom of the 

World and the Kingdom of God (London: SCM Press, 1964), 73; W. Nelson, Daniel, UBCS (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2012), Kindle Location 4198; R. Gurney, ‘The Four Kingdoms of Daniel 2 and 7’, Themelios 2:2 (1977), 39.  
306 R. Gurney, ‘The Four Kingdoms’, 39—40. 
307 R. Gurney, ‘The Four Kingdoms’, 44. 
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the first ten Macedonian kings of Asia beginning with Alexander and ending with Antiochus 

IV.308 

 Suffering and redemption are central themes of the book, which addresses multiple 

tragedies faced by the kingdom of Judah.  The text is set during the Babylonian Exile when 

Judah loses its land and monarchial power structure.  The vision of chapter 7 portrays additional 

upheavals in the power structure of the world with empires rising and falling before Yahweh 

decisively intervenes.  What form this intervention takes is dependent on how one views the 

purpose of Daniel. 

 Longman sees Daniel 7 as biblical apocalypse ultimately expecting a violent end to 

history but radiating with joy as God ends the corruption of the world.309  Willis describes the 

vision as a construct of divine ideological rule and the divine prerogative of the Most High 

developing in an absolute and invisible way in imperial history.310  Kwon believes Daniel is 

written as a form of political subversion in which the author refuses to abandon national ideals in 

his subservient position as a vehicle toward promoting communal good.311  Cook describes 

Daniel as revealing demonic power that incorporates itself into earthly structures.  The wisdom 

of Daniel is discerning the times of both history’s end and the many events that will occur prior 

to that end.312  Collins describes Daniel’s visions as an imaginative construct shaped by mythic 

paradigms in which historical events are guided by higher powers. ‘A concomitant belief is the 

idea that the course of history is predetermined and that it’s end is assured’.313 

                                                           
308 H. Ginsberg, ‘The Composition of the Book of Daniel’, VT 4:3 (1954), 268—269. 
309 T. Longman, Daniel, 177. 
310 A.C. Willis, Dissonance and the Drama of Divine Sovereignty in the Book of Daniel (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 

78—79. 
311 J. Kwon, ‘Redeeming the National Ideal: Revisiting E.L. Doctorow’s “The Book of Daniel” and its Political 

Implications’, SN 46:1 (2014): 95—96. 
312 S. Cook, The Apocalyptic Literature (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003), 137—138. 
313 JJ. Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 142. 
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 Daniel’s visions present a multi—layered scheme of events concerning the Jewish 

identity in the midst of Antiochus’ persecution.  Setting the conflict against the backdrop of the 

exile creates a historical dialectic between the past and the present that frames the persecution of 

the second century BCE within the crisis of the 6th century BCE.  The little horn of Daniel 7, 

Antiochus Epiphanes, poses a threat to the Jewish national conscience by outlawing Torah 

observance in 167 BCE.314  The edict to build altars, worship idols, sacrifice unclean animals and 

leave their sons uncircumcised led many Jews to forsake the Torah, and put those who would not 

adhere to the edict at odds with the Gentiles.315   

Daniel 9 recognises that rebellion against God led to their exilic crisis, and that God can 

reverse the fortunes of the nation.  Confronting the horrors of Antiochus’ persecution with the 

exile offers encouragement to Israel’s national identity and stokes the fires of political 

subversion.  Both the incidents of the furnace in Daniel 3 and the lion’s den of Daniel 6 offer 

precedent for faithful Jews to defy imperial edict that runs afoul of their religious conscience.  

Such faithfulness may not result in deliverance for every individual (2 Maccabees 7), but 

ultimately Yahweh will respond in faithfulness to vanquish the little horn.  As the exile came to 

an end, so too will Antiochus Epiphanes.  

 Daniel’s vision of the four beasts and the Son of Man did not remain bound up 

exclusively within events of the second century BCE.  Several books that have been classified as 

‘apocalyptic’ reuse the Daniel 7 vision to confront religio—political circumstances of later 

generations.  Daniel is described as a mystic experiencing the glory of a heavenly world, which 

                                                           
314 A.C. Willis, Dissonance, 67. 
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becomes a pattern later emulated by other authors.316  His visions also present the reality of a 

world in which empires are represented by beasts and angelic entities battle on behalf of specific 

kingdoms.  The beasts of Daniel 7 and/or the Son of Man have important roles in the Similitudes 

of Enoch, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and Revelation.  The later chapters of Daniel or the whole document 

were written to confront matters of the second century BCE, but the book continued to later 

interpreters who used those visions to confront their own specific set of circumstances.317 

As the Son of Man is the central figure of the Sheep and the Goats, and the Olivet 

Discourse shares other common features of these apocalyptic texts, they will be briefly examined 

to understand the evolutionary process undergone by Daniel’s vision over approximately three 

hundred years. This examination will demonstrate how Daniel’s writing became a pivotal source 

for confronting new religio—historical circumstances that occurred after the second century 

BCE.  Three of the texts: 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and Revelation, use Daniel 7 as a means of 

confronting the temple’s destruction at the hands of Rome.  The present thesis argues that 

Matthew’s Jesus makes use of Daniel 7 to confront the Roman crisis in the Sheep and the Goats.  

Understanding these religio—political factors, and the evolutionary development of Daniel, will 

give further insight into the natural fit of Psalm 80 and its Son of Man figure for the Sheep and 

the Goats alongside Daniel 7. 

The Similitudes of Enoch 

 Daniel’s visionary socio—political writing became a key source for several other texts 

that re—appropriated his vision to meet the needs of their own time.  The Similitudes of Enoch 

                                                           
316 M. Oeming, ‘The Significance of the Old Testament in Twentieth Century Systematic Theology’, in M. Saebø, 

ed., Hebrew Bible/Old Testament III/2: From Modernism to Post—Modernism (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
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constitute chapters 37—71 of 1 Enoch, a document composed in numerous periods by different 

authors.318 The Parthian/Mede allusion in 56:5 may place the date of the Similitudes after 168 

BCE and before the arrival of Pompey in 64 BCE.319 Others suggest a slightly later date between 

circa 40 BCE and the destruction of the temple in 70 CE.320 It is probable that the Similitudes 

pre—date 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and the biblical gospels, making it a pseudepigraphical text 

addressing a post—Seleucid persecution, pre—fall of Jerusalem world.321 

The Similitudes are dependent upon the vision of Daniel 7, focusing on Daniel’s Son of 

Man who removes kings that oppress the righteous from their thrones and shine as a light to the 

Gentiles.322 The antediluvian figure Enoch is the protagonist of the Similitudes who is given 

three visions/similitudes that are predominately concerned with vindicating the righteous in a 

climactic moment of judgment against the wicked oppressors.323 Contrary to what will be seen in 

4 Ezra, the Similitudes do not rewrite Daniel’s four—beast schema, the emphasis is instead on 

the Son of Man and his identity.   

 The first parable sets the stage for the judgment theme by contrasting the congregation of 

the righteous with sinners being driven from the earth (38:1). In these days of wrath and 
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upheaval, Enoch is taken into heaven where he sees the heavenly multitude from Daniel 7:10 

(40:1). Enoch witnesses the glorious resting place of the sun and moon, and sees the stars and 

lightning, which the angel tells him represent the holy ones that dwell upon the earth (41:3—

43:4). 

It is in the second parable that Enoch encounters the Head of Days (Ancient of Days) and 

the Danielic Son of Man whose role in the pending judgment becomes clear.  The Son of Man 

will overturn the kings and kingdoms of the earth who do not honour God, but worship idols and 

who persecute the faithful (46:1—8). The work of the Son of Man culminates in the restoration 

of the earth, the restoration of those who are in Sheol and the salvation of the righteous.  The Son 

of Man will sit upon the throne of God and he will counsel the world in wisdom (51:1—3).  Not 

only will the lawless be punished, but the fallen angelic beings led by Azazel shall be thrown 

into the abyss (54:1—6).  Angels will stir up the kings of the world who will attack the chosen, 

but the city of the righteous will stand firm, leading these kings to turn upon one another (56:5—

8).  These themes of judgment, war, catastrophe and restoration ultimately culminate in the 

revelation that Enoch is in fact the Son of Man born for righteousness (71:14). 

As with Daniel, the Similitudes are pseudepigraphical, involve mediating angels to 

interpret the visionary symbols, describe war against God’s righteous and the vindication of the 

righteous against the wicked nations and rulers (46:3—4; 60:6; 62:3).  God will strike back 

against the wicked nations that have oppressed his chosen and establish the heavenly Son of Man 

on his own throne.  God’s judgment will prevail for his people and bring about the restoration of 

the earth (61:1—13). 
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Unlike 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch, the Similitudes are not preoccupied with the recent 

destruction of the temple.  If the general timeframe of composition is accurate, the predominant 

social upheaval of the period would be Rome taking control of Jerusalem during the power 

struggle between supporters of Aristobulus and Hyrcanus.  This opened the door to Pompey’s 

intervention on behalf of Hyrcanus in 63 BCE, eventually leading to Rome’s conquest in 37 

BCE.324  The Idumean Herod was appointed king and began restoring the temple, but there were 

no signs of impending destruction at the hands of Rome or any other power.  Whatever the 

catalyst for the book, the desire to see the Enochic Son of Man enthroned in heaven to restore 

Israel’s covenantal fortunes is evident.   

Central to the present study, Daniel’s Son of Man is the key figure in both the Sheep and 

the Goats and the Similitudes.  Unlike Daniel and the Similitudes, the Olivet Discourse is not a 

pseudepigraphical text as it does not claim to be written by Jesus, neither was Jesus a figure of 

the distant past in Matthew.  The disciples do not journey into the heavenly realm and there are 

no angelic mediators explaining a complex scheme of symbols since there is not otherworld 

needing explanation.  Despite being deemed a ‘Little Apocalypse’, the Olivet Discourse is 

interconnected with the whole of Matthew’s gospel, continuing with the same developing themes 

of the narrative with no apparent shift in genre or focus.  The thematic interconnectivity of the 

Olivet Discourse will be treated fully in chapter five, but at the present it can be deduced that 

while Daniel 7 is a link between the Similitudes and Matthew, there are significantly differences 

between the texts as well.  
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4 Ezra 

 The book of 4 Ezra follows the format of Daniel, pseudepigraphically claiming to be a 

vision given to the biblical figure Ezra 30 years after the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple 

by Babylon. The book is a composition of the first century CE addressing the fall of Jerusalem at 

the hands of Rome, approximately 300 years after Daniel.325 Additionally, as Daniel receives 

interpretation of his visions through angelic beings, the first three units of 4 Ezra (3:1—5:19; 

5:20—6:34; 6:35—9:25) consist of dialogues between Ezra and an angel.326 

 Ezra spends much of the third chapter reminding God of his covenant with Israel as a 

people distinct from the nations, before turning to the problem of Rome’s militant success.  The 

author is perplexed as to why God has allowed Rome to destroy Zion, having observed the 

wickedness of Zion’s oppressors (3:28—32).  Uriel serves as the angelic mediator who 

challenges Ezra’s ability to understand events on a divine scale (4:1—12) in a manner 

reminiscent of Job chapters 38—41.  Ezra is confronted with the reality that evil sown in Adam’s 

heart has borne ungodly fruit, but a harvest is coming in which good and evil will both be 

harvested and separated (4:26—32).  This naturally leads Ezra to question when this harvest will 

come, which is answered by the angel Jeremiel, who tells him that the full measure of the harvest 

must grow to complete proportions before the reaping can commence (4:33—4:43). 

 In the face of national crisis, 4 Ezra is concerned not only with the devastation of Israel’s 

defeat, but why God would allow a wicked nation like Rome to prevail against his covenant 

people.  The author is not content to accept the tragedy as he also desires Rome to face the just 
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penalty for its own sins.  Appealing to the Babylonian typology of the book, 4 Ezra uses the 

prophetic language of destruction found in Isaiah 13, which describes the coming destruction of 

Babylon.  Ezra is told that the darkening of the sun and moon shall occur, terror will seize the 

earth, and the ruling power that Ezra sees shall be left desolate (5:1—3).  Rome will be judged 

for her actions in concert with the four—empire model from Daniel 7, which 4 Ezra reinterprets 

to make Rome into the fourth terrifying beast.  

  The fifth vision in the book presents an eagle with twelve wings and three heads who is 

confronted by a creature like a lion from the forest who destroys the eagle (11—12).  Ezra seeks 

an explanation from God who tells him the eagle is the fourth kingdom of Daniel’s chapter 7 

vision, identifying the source of the vision (12:10—11).  In the sixth vision a man comes from 

the sea, flying in the clouds, which causes a multitude from the four directions of the earth to 

make war against him.  After vanquishing his enemies and calling a new peaceable multitude to 

himself, God again explains the vision, identifying the man from the sea as his son who 

vanquishes the ungodly multitude and restores the 10 tribes of Israel dispersed by Assyria (13). 

 By reimagining Daniel’s imperial schema, 4 Ezra is able to confront the impending fate 

of both Israel and Rome, just as Daniel did with the Seleucid crisis.  The new description of the 

fourth beast as a three—headed eagle conforms to Rome’s use of the eagle as its symbol, found 

on its imperial standards.327   The Ancient of Days would vanquish Daniel’s fourth beast for 

persecuting the people of God (Daniel 7:11f), thus 4 Ezra envisions God punishing Rome 

through his Messiah (4 Ezra 12:10—34).328  This approach to theodicy assures the reader that 

                                                           
327 M. Stone, Fourth Ezra, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 348. 
328 B. Metzger, ‘The Fourth Book of Ezra’, 517. 
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Israel has not been usurped, Jupiter has not prevailed over Yahweh and the covenant of the 

righteous remains intact.   

 The second fall of Jerusalem is not without problems in the original Danielic vision as the 

author imagined the fourth beast’s destruction would pave the way for an everlasting kingdom 

(Daniel 7:11—14).  In what would have been the ultimate display of God’s everlasting kingdom 

arriving on earth, Israel did not defeat Rome in a triumphant battle led by the Messiah.  For 4 

Ezra this means that the Messiah is yet to come.  The Son of Man has yet to take his throne, 

requiring a vision to exposit on Israel’s newest setback.  

In the present attempt to compare the Olivet Discourse in Matthew with 4 Ezra, both 

authors appealed to Daniel 7 for their understanding of Jerusalem’s fall, but their results are 

strikingly different.  Whereas 4 Ezra believes the Messiah is to come and redeem, Matthew 

argues the Messiah has already come, leading to the question: How can Jesus of Nazareth have 

been the Messiah if Rome was victorious?  This important question will be answered below in 

detail, but other apocalyptic texts must be discussed before Matthew’s answer to the problem of 

Rome’s victory can be elucidated and the discourse defined by genre. 

2 Baruch 

 The text 2 Baruch has much in common with 4 Ezra, being another document written 

after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE while using the 586 BCE destruction by Babylon as the 

setting for the tragedy.  It is possible that 2 Baruch is textually dependent on 4 Ezra, showing an 

advanced level of theological development, with both texts capturing the Zeitgeist of their 
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time.329 While Ezra was a post—exilic figure, Jeremiah and his scribe Baruch experienced the 

destruction and exile placing the setting of this book around the 586 BCE destruction.   

 God calls Baruch as a witness to the sins of the two remaining tribes of Israel, claiming 

their sins are greater than those of the ten tribes led into captivity (1:2).  The author sets the stage 

early for Israel losing the Roman—Jewish war as a result of covenant infidelity (Deuteronomy 

28:49f).  Baruch is instructed to warn Jeremiah and the other faithful Israelites living in 

Jerusalem to flee from the city as their works and prayers are a support to Jerusalem (2:1f).   

While the Lord assures Baruch that the city and people are only delivered up for a certain period 

of time, he also declares that the loss of the temple does not affect the eternal reality of Paradise 

or the heavenly temple (4:1—6).  God is adamant that Rome is not defeating Israel, rather they 

are temporary judges over the nation (5:2—4).   

 The destruction of Jerusalem occurs in conjunction with Baruch witnessing heavenly 

beings carrying torches, removing the implements of worship from the Holy of Holies, the veil 

leading into the Holy of Holies and the priestly vestments (6:4—8).  At the command from a 

heavenly voice, the angels at the four corners of the city break the corners of the wall for the 

Chaldeans to enter and destroy Zion (8:1—5).  Baruch is dismayed that God would allow the 

nations to destroy Jerusalem, but God informs him that his judgment is impartial, and that the 

nation will be judged for their unrighteous actions against the earth (13:1—12).  

 Baruch is told that a time of great tribulation is coming, one filled with violence, rape, 

war and the presence of demonic beings (27:1—15).  The Lord decrees that when violence erupts 

                                                           
329 A Klijn, ‘2 Baruch’, in J. Charlesworth, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 617; M. Henze, ‘4 Ezra and 2 

Baruch: The Status Quaestionis’, in M. Henze & G. Boccaccini Eds., Fourth Ezra and Second Baruch: 

Reconstruction After the Fall (Boston: Brill, 2013), 4; T. Novick, ‘Between First—Century Apocalyptic and 

Seventh—Century Liturgy: On 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, and Qillir’, JSJ 44 (2013): 356—357. 
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on the earth, he will only protect the Promised Land as the Messiah begins to be revealed 

(29:1—3).  When the Messiah is revealed, the dead will rise: the righteous rise to a life of joy 

and the wicked will waste away (30:1—5).  It is in the wake of tragedy that Baruch implores the 

people to return to the Torah as the Mighty One will surely protect them when creation is shaken, 

if they are faithful (32:1—3).  

A vision of particular importance begins in chapter 36 where Baruch sits weeping amidst 

the ruins of the temple.  Baruch falls asleep and has a vision of a forest surrounded by high 

mountains when suddenly a vine arises with a running fountain beneath the vine (36:1—3).  The 

fountain submerges and then uproots the entire forest.  It overthrows the surrounding mountains, 

leaving only one great cedar (36:4—6).  The vine then confronts the cedar as being from the 

forest of wickedness, having brought nothing but evil through its many years (36:7).  While the 

cedar is burnt the vine grows and fills the land with everlasting flowers, and then Baruch 

awakens (37:1).   

Baruch asks the Lord to interpret the vision, and God explains that the kingdom which 

destroyed Zion will itself be destroyed and subjected to a second kingdom, which will also be 

destroyed.  It is followed by a third before the fourth mighty kingdom arises (39:3—5).  This 

fourth kingdom will rule like the forest, but many times over, with many people soiling 

themselves by running into the kingdom (39:5—6).  However, the fourth kingdom shall meet its 

end when the fountain and vine, the Messiah, uproot the forest (39:7).  As for the last great cedar, 

it is the last ruler of that dreadful fourth kingdom that will be reproved by the Messiah before he 

kills the cedar (40:1—2).  The Messiah will then reign until the world of corruption has come to 

an end (40:3).   
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Following the pattern seen with the Similitudes and 4 Ezra; 2 Baruch uses Daniel 7 as an 

allegory for the political upheaval of his time.  The author has conflated the roles of the first 

beast and the fourth beast, using the Roman desecration of the temple in association with 

Babylon, while also predicting the doom of Rome as the fourth beast at the hands of the Messiah.  

Rome’s victory can only mean that the Messiah has yet to come.  However, when he does Rome 

will meet a disastrous end as recompense for the horror it has brought on Israel and the sin it has 

brought to the earth.   

The relationship of Israel to its destroyers is a matter of some difficulty in 2 Baruch as 

Rome’s imperial reign was firmly established at the time of writing.  Does the author’s belief 

that Rome will meet its end at the hands of the Messiah necessitate taking up the sword against 

the fourth beast?  Rather than looking for the decline of Rome, Baruch implores the people to 

enjoy themselves in the midst of their sufferings and prepare their souls for the coming reward.  

This passivity towards vengeance seems to endorse Israel’s patience and Torah faithfulness in 

preparation for the Messiah’s arrival.330 Further validation for this conclusion can be found in 

13:3 and 86:1—2 where Baruch is assured that his testimony will continue on when the people 

assemble, despite the absence of the temple.331 The choice of Baruch as the protagonist is of 

importance as Baruch did not live to see Israel’s return from exile.   

Matthew’s Olivet Discourse differs from 2 Baruch in several ways, pertaining to both 

genre and substance.  As with the Similitudes and 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch relays a vision of heaven and 

earth through a figure from the distant past, which Matthew does not.  Both texts make Daniel 7 

a central portion of how they understand the events of 70 CE, but with differing emphases. 
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Whereas 2 Baruch declares that judgment will come on Rome for trampling Jerusalem, Matthew 

makes no such claim.  On the contrary, when the Sheep and the Goats is interpreted in chapter 

five of this thesis, it becomes evident that Matthew’s Jesus did not envision any act of vengeance 

by God on these gentile perpetrators.   

An important image found in 2 Baruch 36—40 is significant for the examination of 

Psalm 80.  The vision of the vine rebuking the cedar, which is the Messiah rebuking Rome, is not 

found in Daniel 7.  When the Messiah—vine arrives and defeats the fourth beast, the last ruler is 

bound and taken to Zion where he is vanquished by the Messiah.  Then the Messiah will protect 

God’s people in God’s chosen place, which is the Promised Land presumably (40:1—2).  The 

correlation of the vine and the Promised Land is also an important theme in Psalm 80:8—9 

where the vine is taken from Egypt and the nations are cleared out for the vine to be planted.332  

Psalm 80 may well have been a natural text for the author of 2 Baruch to use as both 

Psalm 80 and Daniel 7 speak of the ‘Son of Man’.  The Son of Man in Psalm 80 is not a 

heavenly figure as he is in Daniel 7, but he is a kingly figure.  Psalm 80 will be fully treated in 

the next chapter, but for the present discussion the Messiah—vine of 2 Baruch has at least some 

level of earthly rule, as does the Psalm 80 Son of Man.  Baruch’s connection from vine and 

kingly Son of Man in Psalm 80 to Messiah—vine in his own vision, which comes after the four 

world empires that are superseded by Daniel’s Son of Man, unites the Psalm and Daniel in 

Baruch.333 

The significance of this potential relationship will be further developed in the next 

chapter, but for the present discussion there is the importance of recognizing that Psalm 80 and 

                                                           
332 L. Lied, The Other Lands of Israel: Imaginations of the Land in 2 Baruch (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 279.  
333 A. Streett, The Vine and the Son of Man: Eschatological Interpretation of Psalm 80 in Early Judaism 
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91 
 
 

Daniel 7 have a proposed relationship within the apocalyptic text of 2 Baruch, just as the current 

thesis proposes the same two texts have a relationship in Matthew 25:31—46.  While Daniel 7 

may be categorised as apocalyptic writing, Psalm 80 is not, but it does not prevent a possible 

eschatological interpretation of the psalm in 2 Baruch.334 If a non—apocalyptic text like Psalm 

80 can be interpreted eschatologically, then it is also possible that Daniel 7 could be interpreted 

in a non—eschatological manner.   

Revelation 

The Revelation to John is a post—temple Christian apocalypse containing passages that 

share common language with the Olivet Discourse.  Those who read Revelation as a book 

describing the end of the space—time continuum may see the similar descriptions between 

certain passages and deduce the Olivet Discourse is also describing the end of the world. 

Comparing Revelation to Matthew’s Olivet Discourse provides insight into how different 

Christian authors addressed the Roman—Jewish war and the coming Son of Man. 

Revelation sits apart from 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch as the only apocalypse of the three that 

was written after the Roman—Jewish war promoting Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah.  While 4 

Ezra and 2 Baruch set their stories hundreds of years before the events they are writing about, 

Revelation is set in the author’s present circumstance, facing prison for his preaching and 

testimony of Jesus Christ.  The apocalypse is sent to seven historical churches of Asia Minor in 

the first century CE.   

 John’s Revelation was written after the destruction of the temple in 70 CE for several 

reasons.  The rise of the persecution of Christians for failure to worship the imperial cult is 
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alluded to several times in Revelation.335 The earliest definitive evidence for Christians being 

legally required to worship the emperor come in 113 CE in a letter written by Pliny to Emperor 

Trajan.336 While the Neronic persecution may account for John’s writing to encourage the 

churches of Asia Minor, this can be seen as problematic since there is no evidence that Rome 

was persecuting Christians in Asia Minor in the 60s CE.  However, the letters of Paul and Acts 

both claim that Christians were persecuted in various locations around the empire, though not by 

the emperor himself.  The descriptions of persecution in the letters are of the synagogue of Satan 

(2:9; 3:9), the devil casting Christians into prison (2:10) and Satan’s throne (2:13).  Such 

persecutions are occurring simultaneously in the spiritual and earthly realms, but nothing 

definitively Roman is described in the letters. 

 Both Irenaeus and Eusebius placed Revelation during the reign of Domitian at the end of 

the first century, during a persecution that deemed him to be Nero’s successor.337 The emphasis 

on persecution by the synagogue may have been intensified by Palestinian Jews who migrated to 

Asia Minor after the temple’s destruction, maintaining their distrust of Christianity from the time 

prior to their move.338  However, this conclusion is tenuous at best considering there was no 

single moment that created the split between Palestinian Jews and Christianity that led to 

complete persecution of Christians by Palestinian Jews. 

The prospect of Revelation as a pre—70 CE document addressing the Roman—Jewish 

war and the Neronian persecution has been postulated, though it remains a minority position.339 

                                                           
335 See Revelation 13:4—8, 15—16; 14:9—11; 15:2; 16:2; 19:20; 20:4 
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337 C. Keener, Revelation: NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 35—36.   
338 C. Keener, Revelation, 37.   
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Revelation was written in the last decade of the first century CE, rejecting participation in the 

imperial cult and to explain why Jerusalem was destroyed.340  Revelation stands apart from 4 

Ezra and 2 Baruch in its belief that Rome had successfully defeated the Jews protecting 

Jerusalem, after the Messiah had arrived.  4 Ezra and 2 Baruch were composed in the aftermath 

of tragedy with the hope that the Son of Man would eventually come to restore Israel’s losses.   

Revelation confronts the potential paradox of how the Messiah, who is also the Son of 

Man in Revelation, could have arrived while the fourth beast continues to reign on earth.  The 

Son of Man in Revelation will be further addressed below as this section will briefly focus on the 

sixth seal.  Revelation 6:12—17 contains several similarities to Matthew 24:29—31 in 

describing judgment upon the earth.  Disruption of the heavenly bodies is a feature of several 

apocalyptic books (1 Enoch 80:4—7; Sibylline Oracles 3:801—802; 4 Ezra 5:405), though the 

language is taken from Old Testament prophecy (Joel 2; Isaiah 13, 34).341   

The judgment of the sixth seal comes in response to the martyrs slain for the word of God 

asking the Lord how long he will wait before avenging their blood.  Revelation 6:13—14a 

describes the stars of heaven falling to the earth and heaven splitting like a scroll.  The influence 

for this description is Isaiah 34, which describes God bringing judgment on Edom on Zion’s 

behalf.342  Isaiah 13 and 34 portray the pending destruction of gentile nations by Yahweh for 

their treatment of Israel.  Revelation brings prophetic judgment language into a church context, 

providing a response to the oppressed Jesus movement.   
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Tension between the church and the empire is present as the beast from the sea, possibly 

representing Rome, stands in contrast to the eternal Son of Man.343  Nero may well be the 

antithesis figure to Christ described in John’s 666, though larger issues pertaining to the imperial 

cult are evident in the form of blasphemous names on the beast’s heads.344  Those who prefer a 

strictly futurist interpretation of the book will bypass Rome altogether to a future empire, though 

the possibility of a returned Nero or one like him is not beyond the scope of interpretation.345   

Passages like Isaiah 13, 34 and Joel 2 are not descriptions of the end of the space—time 

continuum, but this does not prevent Cook from writing, ‘Far from some preliminary judgment, 

this can only represent history’s end’.346  Cook’s surety reflects much of the treatment the Olivet 

Discourse and the Sheep and the Goats has received.  Old Testament judgment language used in 

apocalyptic literature becomes end of the world language by virtue of the apocalyptic genre.  

These conclusions then carry forward into the Olivet Discourse, which also gets categorised as 

apocalyptic writing because it contains ‘apocalyptic’ language.   

The Olivet Discourse does not contain ‘apocalyptic’ language, it contains prophetic 

language that was later used by apocalyptic writers.  The next section will address the terms 

apocalyptic and eschatological to establish a working definition for the present research.  

Matthew and Revelation may draw from common sources, but this does not guarantee they are 

using those sources in the same manner.  Revelation is a visionary book describing an 
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otherworldly vision taking place partially in heaven.  The Olivet Discourse is a teaching of Jesus 

to his disciples describing coming events surrounding the destruction of the temple.  Preterists 

may understand Revelation to also address the events of 70 CE, yet the setting and development 

of Matthew and Revelation are different.   

Having briefly examined these apocalyptic texts, attention shall now be turned to the 

classification of the Olivet Discourse in Matthew.  How should the discourse be defined?  Is it an 

apocalypse, or is there another way to define the discourse that is more conducive to its scope?  

What is the meaning of the Sheep and the Goats, and how would a reading that includes Psalm 

80 in the background of the text present a context to its intended historical significance?   

Defining the Apocalyptic and the Eschatological 

There are parallels between Matthew’s Olivet Discourse/the Sheep and the Goats, and the three 

Apocalyptic texts analysed above.  The Similitudes, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and Revelation all turn to 

Daniel 7 for answers to the religio—political upheavals of their time, as does Jesus in Matthew.  

Of the four comparative texts, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, Revelation and Matthew all address the crisis of 

the Roman—Jewish war and the meaning of that war for Israel’s future.   

 Several important differences also become evident in the comparison of these texts for 

the determination of the classification of the Sheep and the Goats.  Matthew’s Olivet Discourse 

is a teaching discourse of Jesus connected with the other four discourses of his gospel narrative.  

None of the disciples are being brought into a visionary world of beasts and talking vines, nor 

does any angelic being mediate the understanding of these visions.  On the contrary, much of 

what Jesus tells the disciples is relayed as fulfillment of trajectories from the Old Testament for 

which Jesus offers no explanation.   
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 The ‘apocalyptic’ portion of the discourse begins after Jesus publicly laments Jerusalem 

declaring ὑμῖν ὁ οἶκος ὑμῶν ἔρημος.  This statement leads the disciples to point out the beautiful 

stones of the temple as they are leaving Jerusalem, only to have Jesus state Οὐ βλέπετε ταῦτα 

πάντα; ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, οὐ μὴ ἀφεθῇ ὧδε λίθος ἐπὶ λίθον ὃς οὐ καταλυθήσεται (24:2).  With 

their curiosity peaked the disciples ask Jesus Εἰπὲ ἡμῖν πότε ταῦτα ἔσται καὶ τί τὸ σημεῖον τῆς 

σῆς παρουσίας καὶ συντελείας τοῦ αἰῶνος; (24:3).  The disciples seek clarification of Jesus’ 

statements, which he gives them in the discourse without any otherworldly entity offering 

interpretation.  In other words, no angel explains a vision because this is not a vision.  It is Jesus 

explaining the Daniel 7 vision of the past within the confines of his prediction of the coming 

crisis.  Such an approach to the text is markedly different than what is seen in the apocalyptic 

Similitudes, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, Revelation and Daniel.   

 As the discourse progresses, Jesus tells the disciples that when they see τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς 

ἐρημώσεως τὸ ῥηθὲν διὰ Δανιὴλ τοῦ προφήτου standing in the holy place, they should flee to the 

mountains.  Jesus offers no explanation for this abomination, it is the explanation, one which he 

expects the disciples to understand as a clear sign that it is time to flee Jerusalem.  Rather than 

giving a vision that he or an angel then explains, Jesus speaks as a prophet relaying imminent 

catastrophe, explaining that Daniel’s abomination is about to occur.  The ‘apocalyptic’ language 

is the explanation because it is imminent.   

 The disciples ask a two—fold question with two interrogative markers of ‘when’ and 

‘what sign’ will happen to know ‘these things’, the temple’s destruction, are occurring.347 On 

many occasions during this discourse, Jesus uses the second person plural ‘you’ in reference to 

the disciples asking the questions, the expectation being that some of them will encounter parts 

                                                           
347 R.T France, Matthew, NICNT, 894.  



97 
 
 

or all of these events.348 Jesus raises the stakes of his declaration by saying οὐ μὴ παρέλθῃ ἡ 

γενεὰ αὕτη ἕως ἂν πάντα ταῦτα γένηται (24:34)   

Both the imminence that Jesus attaches to the coming of these events, and the association 

of this discourse with apocalypticism and the ‘end of the world’ have led to conclusions that 

Jesus either falsely predicted the end or expected his audience to understand radical shifts in time 

from their present to the distant future, back to their present and back to the distant future.  Both 

paradigms have been put forward and both are problematic based on the available information.   

Allison’s presentation of Jesus as a ‘millenarian prophet’ accurately summarizes the 

notion of Jesus’ failed prophetic worldview: 

So Jesus becomes the visionary, like Daniel.  As he watches, thrones are set.  He beholds 

the queen of the South rising from the dead.  He sees those who repented at the 

proclamation of Jonah condemning those who have not repented at the proclamation of 

one greater than Jonah.  Nothing will be hidden.  Whatever is covered up will be 

uncovered.  Jesus’ generation, however, passed away.  They all tasted death.  And it is 

not the kingdom of God that has come but the scoffers who ask, “Where is the promise of 

his coming?  For all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation.”  Jesus 

the millenarian prophet, like all millenarian prophets, was wrong: reality has taken no 

notice of his imagination.349  

 

The fact that the historical Jesus spoke of the coming ‘Son of Man’ is independently attested in 

Mark (8:38; 13:26; 14:62), Q material (Luke. 17:24,26—27/Matthew 24:27,37—39; Luke 

12:8—9/Matthew 10:32—33), L material (Luke 21:34—36), and M material (Matthew 13:40—

43).350 The Son of Man is also directly tied to judgment (Matthew 25:31—46).  In the failed 

prophet model this means that the Son of Man would come soon, bring about his kingdom on 
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earth, and create a new world without war, sin, hatred, or death.351 However, this conclusion 

assumes that Jesus’ use of language found in apocalyptic literature should also be deemed 

apocalyptic.  It also assumes that the premise of Jesus’ teachings was an imminent end of the 

space—time continuum, a thesis that is problematic.   

 Wright has presented a strong case for examining apocalyptic writing as a genre that is 

not focused on the end of the space—time continuum.  It is an examination of Israel’s oppression 

and future after disaster.352 In the previous examination of the Similitudes, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and 

Revelation, the visions are not driven by the hope that the world will end, they are operating 

under the belief that God will restore Israel and vanquish their enemies.  The description of the 

Son of Man, the lion, or the vine, victorious in battle over an earthly foe, and reestablishing the 

Promised Land offers hope for a present world reality.  Why is there the need for an earthly 

battle and convening of the people at Zion if God was to immediately end the world and begin 

eternity? 

 Wright has been accused of attempting to domesticate the radical and cosmic 

expectations of ancient apocalyptic groups, creating an apocalypticism where God acts 

decisively to continue a mundane world.353 Such a critique misrepresents the position by 

claiming that God acting in a history changing event, that does not end the space—time 

continuum, simply perpetuates a ‘mundane’ world. The portrayals and writings of Christ’s 

apostles dispute such a notion that life after the resurrection was merely ‘mundane’ because the 

world did not did not come to an immediate end. 
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There is legitimacy in considering what language is metaphorical versus literal; a central 

problem in confronting the apocalyptic genre.  Should the various cosmic phenomena such as the 

darkening of the sun and moon, meteorites and other activity within creation be read with a 

stringent literal understanding, or can they be understood as the movement of Yahweh and the 

cosmic significance of his actions?354 Allison doubts the validity of a non—literal reading of 

heavenly portents, suspecting the poetry of passages such as Isaiah 13 is in fact quite literal.355 

Yet a reading of Isaiah 13, and its prediction of doom upon Babylon at the hands of Medes, 

speaks directly to the language of cosmic upheaval within the confines of socio—political 

upheaval in history. 

 Isaiah’s oracle speaks of the coming day of the Lord to make the land desolate and 

destroy sinners from its midst (13:9), the darkening of the sun and moon (13:10) and the 

punishment of the world for its iniquity (13:11), all in describing the Median overthrow of 

Babylon, not the end of the world. Though it is possible that the prophet was simply mistaken 

about what he imagined to be the end of the world, it seems unusual that such a prophecy would 

not only be adopted as authentic scripture, but also continue to influence other authors centuries 

after its failure was apparent.    

Further, if it could be determined that the author of a text, such as the Similitudes, 

believed the world was heading toward imminent destruction, this does not require Jesus had a 

similar belief.  Allison remarks that had Wright lived in the time of Noah, he would commend 

the righteous herald for his metaphor, while fatally failing to check the weather.356 The irony of 

this statement being that as literal as flood waters might be, the world did not end after this act of 
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judgment.  This non—world ending act of judgment is also what Jesus compares the παρουσία of 

the Son of Man to in the Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24:36—39). 

 Complicating this debate is the use of the word ‘eschatology’ to describe the Olivet 

Discourse and other sayings of Jesus, making the Sheep and the Goats an ‘eschatological’ 

teaching.357 If the Olivet Discourse is a ‘little apocalypse’ is it also eschatological in nature?  If 

Jesus presents an eschatological teaching, does that also make him an apocalyptic prophet?  

Various attempts have been made to distinguish the apocalyptic from the eschatological, with 

varying degrees of success. 

Collins argues for two basic types of early Christian apocalypses that focus on the mode 

in which the vision is received.  Type I involves the primary mode of revelation through vision 

or audition, while Type II is revelation through an otherworldly journey.358  These types contain 

various sub—categories based on variation in the eschatological content.359  Revelation is an 

example of a Type I apocalypse featuring cosmic or political eschatology, with an expectation of 

cosmic destruction and renewal.360   

An interesting feature of Collins’ divisions is the mutual use of apocalypticism and 

eschatology, where the form of eschatology dictates the genre type of the apocalypse.  

Eschatology is ill—defined, however, creating questions as to what eschatology means.  Is 

eschatology the end of the world, the end of epoch or something else?  Are eschatology and 
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apocalypticism inseparable?  Does apocalypticism require some form of eschatology or can the 

two exist apart from one—another?   

 Miller’s attempt to distinguish eschatology from apocalypticism begins by defining 

eschatology as ‘a set of beliefs about the end of the world’.361  However, he then adds that this 

can be the destruction of the physical world, or transforming the natural world into a miraculous, 

disease free existence.  It can also mean social, political, and religious movements, though the 

historical Jesus focused on the culmination of history.362 Apocalypticism then is a sub—category 

of eschatology which envisions the end of history coming soon, meaning all apocalypticism is 

eschatological, but not all eschatology is apocalyptic.363 This would appear to mean that any 

book deemed apocalyptic by genre would then be a book about the end of the world, which 

greatly generalizes the diverse nature of apocalyptic texts. 

 A similar effort was undertaken by Crossan who uses the word eschatology to describe 

various degrees of world negation, with apocalyptic referring to an imminent end of the world as 

found in the coming Son of Man teachings from the gospels.364  This effort by Crossan attempts 

to prevent slipping from apocalyptic to eschatological yet leaves room for confusion.  If Jesus is 

an apocalyptic prophet are his teachings part of the apocalyptic genre?  Are all of his prophecies 

exclusively apocalyptic or can an apocalyptic prophet also present eschatological prophecy?   

World—Ending Eschatology and Cataclysmic Eschatology  

Apocalyptic will be used to define a genre of literature from this point forward, a type of 

writing that features various criteria.  Books such as Daniel, the Similitudes, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch 
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and Revelation can all be categorised as part of the apocalyptic genre in this model.  Common 

trends can be observed in these texts, though not all of the criteria are fulfilled by every text.  

These texts focus on encountering otherworldly realms, beings and the use of visionary symbols 

to describe events taking place in either heaven or on earth. Explanations of the vision often 

comes from angelic beings or God himself.  At times the person receiving the vision is a great 

hero of the distant past, though this is not exclusively the case as seen with Revelation.  Defining 

apocalyptic as a genre does not determine whether the book is or is not focused on the ‘end of 

the world’.  It is the primary style of the book, following certain patterns that recur from text to 

text.   

 By this definition the Olivet Discourse is not apocalyptic, because the discourse does not 

occur in a book that follows the core characteristics seen in the previous texts.  Matthew is part 

of the gospel genre that has a literary relationship with other texts such as Mark, John, the 

Gospel of Peter and others.  The Olivet Discourse will not be referred to as a ‘little apocalypse’ 

because apocalypse is being used to describe a genre.  Some of the language in the Olivet 

Discourse may be found in books accepted as apocalyptic, but it is a discourse found in a gospel 

and will be treated within the genre of gospel. 

 Eschatology then will be used to define various kinds of sayings or teachings found in 

various genres, including apocalypses, gospel, and epistles among others.  As eschaton means 

‘end’, eschatological sayings will denote some kind of end, but not necessarily the end of the 

world.  Apocalyptic literature has been associated with the ‘end of the world’, but Daniel does 

not explicitly talk about the end of the world, and in 1 Enoch it is only briefly mentioned.365 
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Further, the contention that apocalyptic texts are not focused on the end of the space—time 

continuum, makes it even more critical to distinguish apocalypse from eschatology, and to 

determine what is ending.366 

 Eschaton may mean end, but there are many things that can come to an end, including: 

the world, empires, societies and covenants, to name a few.  In order to establish more specific 

definitions, eschatology will be divided into two sub—categories to provide a more precise 

framework for the central tenants of this thesis.  World—ending eschatology will be used to 

designate the views held by scholars such as Schweitzer, Ehrman, and Allison.  In this example 

the Olivet Discourse is a world—ending eschatological discourse, predicting the end of the 

space—time continuum and the arrival of a new utopian earth under God’s rule.   

Cataclysmic eschatology will be used to distinguish events or sayings which describe a 

major shift in human history, not resulting in the end of the space—time continuum.  The 

destruction of Israel by Assyria, Babylon, or Rome, could all be described as cataclysmic 

eschatology as all involved significant historical events that brought an end to an important 

period in Israel’s history, or a radical shift in thinking, but not the end of the world.  The 

catastrophic results of the Roman—Jewish War, with its mass casualties and the obliteration of 

the temple, was cataclysmically significant but the world did not end, making it cataclysmic 

eschatology.   

An apocalyptic book may be primarily focused upon world—ending eschatology or 

cataclysmic eschatology, and it can contain elements of both which must be distinguished.  A 

particular saying of Jesus may be interpreted as world—ending eschatology or cataclysmic 

eschatology, but not simultaneously both.  For example, if a scholar determines that the coming 
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Son of Man in Matthew 24:29—31 is a teaching about the end of the world, such an event is 

cataclysmic, but will be classified as world—ending eschatology to maintain a clear separation. 

With these definitions established it will be argued that Matthew 25:31—46, along with 

the rest of the Matthean Olivet Discourse is cataclysmic eschatology.  The discourse is not an 

explanation of end times events, the coming Son of Man is not a separate event from the fall of 

Jerusalem, nor is the judgment scene of the Sheep and the Goats divorced from the setting of 

Jerusalem’s destruction. Establishing this direction for the remainder of the research is 

paramount for understanding why Psalm 80 would be a natural source for the Sheep and the 

Goats.  Before moving to the next chapter, brief discussion will be given to the Son of Man 

figure who appears in apocalyptic literature, passages believed to be either world—ending 

eschatology or cataclysmic eschatology and who appears in Psalm 80. 

The Son of Man 

The term Son of Man must be discussed as a variation of it is present in both Daniel 7 and Psalm 

80, the two proposed sources that have been amalgamated in the Sheep and the Goats.  The 

reason for this amalgamation shall be discussed in a later chapter, but the phrase Son of Man is 

used in apocalyptic literature and the gospels, with many interpretative possibilities for 

understanding how these authors employ the term.   

Daniel’s Son of Man 

 Vermes work on the meaning of the Aramaic Son of Man (ׁבַר אֱנָש) challenges many 

scholarly presuppositions concerning how it was used by Jesus.  Four results are concluded from 

the use of Son of Man in Aramaic examples: it is an expression for ‘man’ in general, it is an 
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indefinite pronoun, it is a circumlocution for ‘I’ and it is not titular.367  Vermes emphasizes the 

fourth point stating, ‘The fourth conclusion stresses that in none of the passages scrutinized, not 

in even the Jewish messianic exegesis of Daniel 7, does the expression bar enash figure as a 

title.’368  

Casey’s research affirms the generic use of ׁבַר אֱנָש, leading to the time of Jesus, who used 

the term idiomatically.369 He bases the idiomatic use of ׁבַר אֱנָש in Jesus’ time on the long—term 

stability of the Aramaic language.370  These conclusions have come under scrutiny based on the 

absence of the singular emphatic form of ׁבַר אֱנָש in Middle Aramaic texts.371  Analysis of the 

Onkelos, Jonathan and other Aramaic corpora demonstrates that the singular use of ׁבַר אֱנָש is not 

a common way of referring to ‘a man’.372   

The philological arguments concerning ׁבַר אֱנָש are largely centred around Daniel 7 and 

the use of Daniel’s vision by later authors.  Variations of Daniel’s ׁבַר אֱנָש appear in the 

Similitudes, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and the New Testament.  Alleged homogeny between the Aramaic 

 and the Greek ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου has been criticized based on surveys of Middle בַר אֱנָשׁ

Aramaic, but the need for criticism extends beyond philological surveys.373   

Son of Man is demonstrably circumlocutional in many of the Aramaic uses catalogued by 

Vermes and Casey, but the evolution of the Daniel 7 vision in later documents demonstrates 

there is no singular Son of Man concept.  Vermes stance against the titular Son of Man carries 
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forward into later apocalyptic literature.  He argues that 1 Enoch presents the Son of Man as an 

equivalent to the Messiah, awaiting his predestined birth, further confirming messianic 

connotations in Daniel 7, but still without any discernible titular meaning.374  Vermes work on 

the Son of Man is seminal, but his conclusion of the perpetually atitular Son of Man faces 

difficulty considering the evolutionary stature and development of this figure.   

Jewish messianic exegesis of Daniel 7 reveals various imaginative Son of Man figures 

that could be described as titular or holding some form of office.375  This is not to say that a 

unified concept of the Son of Man existed in the first century CE, nor is there a singular titular 

use from the period.376  On the contrary, examining the Son of Man presentations demonstrates a 

variety of social and theological constructs designed to confront various historical situations and 

religious perspectives. 

The New Testament ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου is a strange verbal construct.377  This Greek 

construct with two definite articles is unknown outside of the New Testament and the literature 

that depends on the New Testament.378  The indefinite form with no articles is known only in the 

LXX from the pre—Christian period, where 93 of the 108 uses are in Ezekiel in which God 

addresses the prophet.379  Yet this strange phrase appears in the gospels 82 times as a self—

designation for Jesus in all cases excepting John 12:34.380   
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The Greek ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου is not an idiomatic expression, which has led to the 

belief that it is a mistranslation of a Semitic idiom.381  The constant use of the phrase by Jesus in 

the New Testament demonstrates significantly more than a generic designation for ‘that man’.382  

Several of Jesus’ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου uses are directly borrowed from the Daniel 7 vision of  

 or indicate a formal role befitting of a title.383   Crossan writes, ‘Daniel 7:13 precedes the בַר אֱנָשׁ

titular Son of Man, the titular Son of Man does not precede Daniel 7:13’.384  Crossan is accurate, 

though the Son of Man transcends matters of idiomatic versus titular use.  This figure is a highly 

complex and evolutionary concept from text to text. 

Questions surrounding the meaning of Son of Man are central in the many interpretations 

of the Daniel 7 ׁבַר אֱנָש.  Casey contends the Daniel 7 ׁבַר אֱנָש originally presents the saint of the 

Most High, the Jewish people, in contrast to four earthly kingdoms identified through Syrian 

tradition as Babylon, Media, Persia and Greece.385  Vermes likewise determines the Son of Man 

to be a symbol for collective Israel and their coming triumph.386   

Daniel’s Son of Man is a corporate symbol according to the vision’s interpretation (7:22).  

Later apocalyptic and New Testament writings were not restricted to the book’s explanation and 

developed their own understandings of the figure.  Deciphering a king from a corporate symbol 

for Israel is a possibility considering two specific kings can be inferred from the beasts.  The first 

beast of the vision is Babylon, whose description is an homage to Nebuchadnezzar’s humiliation 
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and restoration in Daniel 4:28—33.  Antiochus IV is also a king associated with a beast in the 

vision, making two royal connections discernible.   

A royal or messianic reading emanates from the corporate model, though it is a mistake 

to insist that later messianic interpretations require a messianic figure in the original vision.  For 

example, Shepherd insists that a king and kingdoms are inseparable in Daniel 7, drawing 

attention to verse 17 where the beasts symbolise kings and not kingdoms.387  Shepherd uses this 

approach to insist that Daniel originally imagined the Son of Man as a messianic figure.  He 

claims the lack of explanation of this Messiah in the interpretation is a result of Daniel’s 

expectation that the readers would make the obvious connection.388 

Verse 17 does refer to four kings, though Shepherd ignores the association of the beasts 

to kingdoms in verse 23.  There is also no indication that each beast reflects a single king, rather 

verse 24 identifies a series of kings in association with the fourth beast.  He does not recognise 

any possibility that the ruling authority of corporate Israel is Yahweh and not an earthly king.  

The assumption is that later authors using the text messianically means it was originally 

messianic, which is a faulty assumption.     

The corporate interpretation of the passage is not the only option, that has been proposed.  

Daniel emphasizes angelic beings, chaotic bestial powers and heavenly powers, supporting the 

possibility that the Son of Man is an angel.389  Chapters 10—12 describe an angelic battle taking 

place behind the scenes of the Hellenistic age conflict.  Michael is Israel’s patron, who with 

assistance from Gabriel, battles the angelic princes of Greece and Persia.390 Gabriel is described 
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as one who ‘looked like a man’ in Daniel 8:15, which is similar to one like a Son of Man, 

making him a possible candidate for this angelic being.391 While an objection could be raised that 

the Son of Man is identified as the corporate ‘saints of the Most High’, an individual 

representing a community is not unheard of in the Old Testament as seen in the Suffering 

Servant oracle of Isaiah 53.392 

Angelic beings play an important role in Daniel, but this angelic view faces several 

difficulties.  The Son of Man’s enthronement represents the saints of the Most High receiving the 

kingdom, but no explanation is given as to how an angel coming to the Ancient of Days delivers 

Israel.  If the Son of Man is an angel, does this mean that the beasts from the sea are some form 

of demonic entity?  The description of the first beast shares common features with 

Nebuchadnezzar’s humility from Daniel 4:28—37, connecting the first beast to a king, not an 

otherworldly being.  Daniel 8 describes the battle of the Medo—Persians against the Greeks, 

where the two—horned ram are the kings of the Medes and Persians while the he—goat is the 

king of Greece (8:20—21).  Chapter 11 also describes a battle between king of the north and 

south, demonstrating a consistent preoccupation with royal figures. 

Gabriel is identified in 8:16 while Michael is identified in 10:13, but no specific 

identification is made to this visionary Son of Man.  The beasts are not beasts, they are symbols, 

which is what the Son of Man is in the vision.  Daniel’s Son of Man does not appear to be an 

angel when considering his juxtaposition to the symbolic beasts, the association of earthly kings 

to the various visions of Daniel, the corporate interpretation of the Son of Man and the lack of 

any specific descriptor identifying the Son of Man as Gabriel or Michael 
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The setting of thrones surrounding the Ancient of Days leads also to interpreting the Son 

of Man as a divine being.  Later pseudepigraphical and New Testament authors moved away 

from interpreting the Son of Man as a corporate symbol for Israel, creating various interpretative 

possibilities.393 Contrasting the Son of Man with the Ancient Days may indicate the presence of 

two divine beings, a younger and an older, with the younger taking his throne next to the 

older.394 This viceroy relationship uses clouds in association with the Son of Man to indicate a 

theophany, whereby the aging god El bestows authority on the younger Yahweh.395 

This viceroy theory is derived by reading Daniel 7 through the interpretative lens of 

Daniel’s Son of Man emerging from non—Israelite pre—written myths.  Scholars have 

historically posited several theories about the Son of Man being borrowed from the myths of 

other regions.396  Some have argued that Babylonian literature was the primary influence for 

Daniel’s visionary writing.397  Assyrian writings have also been posited as a potential source for 

Daniel.398  Others have suggested stories of the primeval man of Iran influenced the background 

for Daniel 7.399 

 Boyarin has opted to interpret the Son of Man as a redacted Ugaritic myth pertaining to 

El and Baal.  Canaanite myths contain stories Baal and Yam battling each other for authority, 
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while the supreme god El is gloriously enthroned.400  The elder god to younger god theory is 

derived by interpreting Daniel 7 as a primitive strand of Israel’s religion, influenced by 

Canaanite mythology.401  Despite the history of the mythical re—write view, nothing in the 

vision or interpretation gives validity to two deity theory.   

There is no indication that the Son of Man is a deity or that Daniel at any point imagines 

multiples deities over Israel.  The thrones of the vision appear to represent some form of divine 

court sitting in judgment.  Whether the Son of Man takes a throne a throne is speculative, not 

specific to the vision, but receiving a throne is not commensurate with divinity.  Where the 

angelic view faces obstacles tying Gabriel to the symbolic vision, this viceroy theory is not 

supported by the larger text.  No plurality of Israelite deities is evident in Daniel.  The only 

reason to accept this view is the belief that it is to be read alongside a story like El and Baal or 

some form of primitive Israelite thinking that made its way into the second century BCE.    

 This brief survey of the Daniel 7 Son of Man serves to place the evolutionary 

understanding of Son of Man in later literature into context.  While it appears that the Son of 

Man was originally intended as a symbol of corporate Israel, limiting the potential readings of 

this apocalyptic passage to a single interpretation is tenuous when considering its diverse uses in 

the centuries following.  These developmental uses also strain the credibility that Son of Man 

never became a titular term in Aramaic or Greek.  The Matthean Son of Man will now be placed 

into a comparative analysis with the Son of Man found in apocalyptic passages.  These 

comparisons will help determine if the Matthean Son of Man is the same as the Son of Man from 

other apocalyptic writings, who is widely argued to be a world—ending eschatological figure. 
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The Son of Man Beyond Daniel 

 Jesus’ Son of Man sayings in the Olivet Discourse are derived from Daniel 7, though 

much like other appearances of the Son of Man in post—Daniel literature, there are setting and 

contextual changes for this Son of Man.  In Jesus’ explanation of the parable of the Weeds, the 

Son of Man is the sower of good seed in the world, whose enemy is the devil (13:36—39).  The 

Son of Man will send his angels at the close of the age to remove all causes of lawlessness, but 

the righteous will shine in the kingdom of their Father. (13:40—43).  The Son of Man will sit on 

a glorious throne, in this case with the twelve disciples sitting on thrones beside him (19:28). 

 Elements of Daniel are present, such as thrones, angelic beings and the concept of 

judgment in association with the books being opened in a court setting (Daniel 7:10).  Neither 

the Ancient of Days nor the beasts are mentioned in Matthew.  Whereas the Ancient of Days 

judges and slays the fourth beast, Jesus tells the disciples they will judge the twelves tribes of 

Israel.  The Son of Man is also an individual in Jesus’ vision.  He has angels like the Ancient of 

Days and is in fact Jesus himself.  Jesus as the Son of Man even has the power to forgive sins on 

earth (9:6) and is Lord of the Sabbath (12:8).   

 However, Jesus’ Son of Man is not only a heavenly entity bearing great authority, he is 

also an earthly figure subject to ridicule and homelessness.  This same Son of Man has nowhere 

to lay his head (9:6), is mocked as a glutton and drunkard (11:19), is blasphemed (12:32) and is 

also subject to a death from which he will rise again (12:40).  These Son of Man sayings have 

nothing in common with Daniel’s Son of Man.  They portray an earthly figure subject to 

injustice, yet it is also the same Jesus.   

Jesus’ transcendent identity as Daniel’s Son of Man is not divorced from his earthly Son 

of Man identity.  It is the vulnerability of the transcendent Son of Man, who is both the Messiah 
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(16:16—17) and bound for suffering (12:40; 16:21; 17:12; 17:22), that will ultimately lead to the 

regeneration of the earth (19:28).402 That Jesus equated Son of Man with the Messiah in Matthew 

does not provide a definitive answer to the Son of Man figure as there is no singular definition of 

Messiah prior to or contemporary with Jesus.403 Jesus as Son of Man is a king, but he is a king 

who does not occupy an earthly throne and who does not come conquering by the sword.404 

Daniel’s Son of Man may have served as an image for the people of Israel, and perhaps a larger 

contingency from the nations who worship the Ancient of Day, but that vision is not the limit 

that Matthew’s Jesus places on the phrase. Such a multi—layered Son of Man challenges 

attempts to limit the nature and scope of the figure to a simple definition. 

 The layers of Son of Man evolution, combined with the layers of Son of Man sayings in 

Matthew, forces the question as to whether this Son of Man Jesus is speaking of is a world—

ending eschatological figure.  Those who limit Jesus’ vision to that of failed world—ending 

prophet see this as a natural conclusion.  Jesus expected God to break forth with a heavenly rule 

on this planet with a physical kingdom and a utopian model of life.405 Along these lines Jesus 

claimed that a temporal nearness of the Son of Man to end the world was present in 10:23 as part 

of an eschatological enthusiasm that simply could not be contained by this failed world ending 

prophet.406 

 Wright asks the essential question about Jesus after it became clear the world had not 

come to a crashing halt, ‘Why then did people go on talking about Jesus of Nazareth, except as a 

remarkable but tragic memory?’407 Jesus of Nazareth had come preaching the kingdom of God 
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and the Son of Man’s arrival, only to be crucified by the Romans.  Forty years after his death 

Christians in Rome had been brutally murdered by Nero, Rome had descended upon the 

Promised Land and obliterated the temple with no sign of Jesus physically descending to the 

earth.  In this model of world—ending eschatological failure Jesus was clearly wrong yet 

continued to be the source of first century Christian faith.  Even if one accepted the resurrection 

as fact, how would that counter the avalanche of problems created by Jesus’ failed prediction?  

Where is the hope in trusting the folly of a prophetic figure whose legacy was ultimately failure? 

 As shown in chapter one, Matthew was the product of a post—70 world, at a time when 

the author knew Jesus had not physically returned to end the space—time continuum.  At a 

minimum why not redact the material in his gospel presentation to eliminate the clear 

embarrassment of Jesus’ failed prediction?  On the contrary, Jesus’ Matthew 10:23 saying about 

the coming Son of Man, a special M saying, only magnifies Jesus’ failure as a post—70 CE 

document.  Yet if arguing for a pre—70 CE composition, the problem remains as to why 

Matthew and his synoptic counterparts were adopted as part of the scripture of a movement 

founded on failure, whereby they had enthusiastically recorded the failure of Jesus’ world—

ending eschatological perspective. 

 Examining the various depictions of the Son of Man in the apocalyptic literature is not a 

study in the end of the world, it is a study in the hope of changing religio—political climates and 

the vindication of distinct people groups. Daniel’s first readers found a vision of hope that 

Antiochus IV would be vanquished and the Son of Man/saints of the Most High would receive a 

kingdom.  Even if an interpreter reduces the social ecstasy of triumphing over a despot like 
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Antiochus IV to some form of brush with world—ending eschatological chaos, there is hope for 

change and restoration that goes beyond the end of the space—time continuum.408 

 The Son of Man in the Similitudes is found sixteen times where he commonly serves as a 

judge on behalf of the elect against the ruling class of the day (62—63).409  He is also a hidden 

figure revealed to the elect who will destroy sinners and serve as a leader to Israel in a Deutero—

Isaiah manner, though he will not be a suffering servant.410  The Similitudes are not written to 

counter the defeat of 70 CE, but they do offer hope to Israel that they will be fed and clothed as 

the Son of Man defeats the earthly rulers and restores Israel from their downcast position (62).  

Enoch’s visions lead into the coming deluge (65), which is an act of judgment but also a new 

beginning for the righteous, not the end of the earth.  

 4 Ezra acknowledges that its vision of the eagle and the man from the sea is a 

reinterpretation of Daniel 7, one that sees Israel victorious over its earthly enemies through the 

agency of the Messiah.411 The lost tribes of Israel will find their way back to the epicentre of 

Israel’s promised hope in a messianic age, where divine initiative directly influences the outcome 

of human events with earthly significance associated to these actions.412 After war with the 

multitude from many nations, the messianic Son of Man will continue to defend the restored 

Israel from outside threats to the Promised Land.  Rather than a utopian world of perfection, this 

calls to mind the protections God offers Israel for their faithfulness in Leviticus 26 and 

Deuteronomy 28.  4 Ezra also states that the Messiah’s reign will last four hundred years before 
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409 J. VanderKam, ‘Messianism and Apocalypticism’ in J.J. Collins, ed., The Encyclopedia of Apocalypticism: 

Volume 1 (New York: Continuum, 1998), 206—207. 
410 J. VanderKam, ‘Messianism’, 207. 
411 K. Hogan, Theologies in Conflict in 4 Ezra (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 160.   
412 K. Hogan, Theologies, 160. 



116 
 
 

he dies, indicating that his arrival does not signal the end of the space—time continuum, rather a 

restoration of Israel’s fortunes before the resurrection (4 Ezra 7:26—33).413 

 2 Baruch follows a similar trajectory where a series of twelve calamities leads to the 

revelation of the Anointed One in congruence with the emergence of the mythical Behemoth and 

Leviathan who shall nourish those left after the calamities (26:1—29:5).  The Messiah returns in 

glory, and those who are asleep arise with him, knowing the end times have arrived (30:1—5). 

However, the Messiah does not arrive in such a way that all things merely end.  He will also 

confront Rome, destroy their last ruler, and have a reign that lasts until world corruption has 

ended (39:1—8).  This messianic Son of Man figure, as with 4 Ezra, has a role in not only 

shedding the blood of Israel’s oppressors, but establishing a kingdom for Israel that will lead to 

the end of worldly corruption (40:1—4).  Whitters writes, ‘The clearest presentation of this 

scenario is found in the second apocalypse, where it is predicted that the Messiah lives and 

reigns in this age and not the Age to Come (40:3)’.414   

 Torah is an important theme in both 2 Baruch (15:5—6; 41:3; 44:7; 46:3—5; 48:22—24; 

85:1—5) and 4 Ezra (4:22—34; 9:28—37; 14:19—47).  The people have thrown off the Torah 

while the righteous seek it.  Torah ultimately distinguishes Jews from Gentiles.415 This call to 

Torah obedience as a response to Rome’s victory further validates the theme of Israel’s 

restoration as a future hope not bound up with world—ending eschatology predominately, but 

rather with a cataclysmic eschatology.  Such a view does not eliminate the possibility of a 
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world—ending eschatology in these documents, but it does challenge the presupposition that the 

Son of Man’s arrival is exclusively associated with world—ending eschatology.   

 Contrary to the hopes of Jewish pseudepigraphical writing, New Testament books such as 

Matthew and Revelation are confronting Jerusalem’s destruction as an event that is a post—

messianic event, a paradoxical concept within 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, or a reading of Daniel that 

equates the fourth beast with Rome.  Jesus as the Son of Man in Matthew and Revelation is the 

conqueror of sin having secured victory for the church, establishing the hope of the nations even 

as Jerusalem has been left in ruins by the fourth beast that was to be slain.   

Such differences between Jewish authors of the same approximate period highlights the 

multiplicity of views and various definitions of the Son of Man or Messiah in Jewish thought of 

the first century.  This diversity of thought is all the more noticeable when recognizing Daniel 7 

as the common source between the texts, and all four authors are responding to the same crisis 

that has devastated their religio—political world.  While Matthew is not an apocalypse, it shares 

a theological foundation with the apocalyptic book Revelation in that both believe the messianic 

Son of Man had come, and Jerusalem still fell to Rome. 

 In Revelation, Jesus is the heavenly Son of Man who is beginning and end (1:8), who 

was dead and is now alive (1:18) and brings an important message to the churches of Asia Minor 

(chs.2—3).  This Son of Man also reaps the earth (14:14—16) and returns later as the Word of 

God wherein he will battle with Revelation’s version of the fourth beast (19:11—21).  There are 

also sixteen references to the temple in the book, though not of a restored earthly temple 

connected with a restored Israel.  Revelation emphasises a heavenly temple (3:12; 7:15; 11:19; 

14:15,17; 15:5—8; 16:1,17), and in the heavenly Jerusalem, no temple at all (21:22). 



118 
 
 

Revelation 11:1—14 refers to the outer court of the temple being given over the Gentiles 

for forty—two months of trampling, with two prophetic witnesses preaching in the city where 

‘their Lord was crucified’ (11:8).  This reference to Jerusalem is intensified by the allegorical 

reference to it as Sodom and Egypt (11:8) before a great earthquake kills seven thousand people 

in the city (11:13).  In contrast to the temple given over for destruction, the temple in heaven is 

opened, remaining permanently intact (11:19).   

It is possible that the author meant the temple to be a symbol for Israel rather than an 

image of the recently destroyed temple, as Sodom could function as a prophetic title for 

Jerusalem’s pending destruction (Isaiah 1:9—10; Jeremiah 23:14; Lamentations 4:6).416 A 

spiritualized reading of the passage may conclude that the temple being trampled is the church, 

having become the new Israel of God, and the pejorative reference to Jerusalem in 11:8 

represents the earthly city or world.417 Such a reading does not lessen the profound implications 

as Israel has been replaced, and the painful image of their recent temple tragedy serves as a 

metaphor for a new people of God who will be redeemed.   

The Son of Man in Revelation writes letters to the seven churches of Asia Minor warning 

them of tribulation and offering encouragement for the persecution that awaits.  Both the letters 

to Smyrna and Philadelphia make reference to those that call themselves Jews but are not.  

Rather they are a συναγωγὴ τοῦ Σατανᾶ (2:9; 3:9).  Such language is a departure from 4 Ezra or 

2 Baruch where Israel faces rebuke for corporate sin, but to associate the synagogue with Satan 

is shocking.  While it is possible that the author of Revelation envisions the beast’s destruction 
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by the Word of God as the physical obliteration of Rome, retribution is on behalf of the 

persecuted saints (13:7—10) and those who are witnesses of Jesus (17:6).   

Revelation presents the closest image of the Son of Man to Jesus’ Son of Man in 

Matthew, though the two are not identical.  Chapter five will present a new reading of the Sheep 

and the Goats that envisions a cataclysmic eschatological shift where Israel has lost its place as 

the chosen people of God.  Judgment of the Gentiles will in no way be dependent on how the 

Gentiles have treated the nation of Israel.  Unlike Revelation, where the possibility remains of 

God judging Rome for their treatment of the saints and witnesses, Matthew demonstrates no such 

concern. Daniel’s beasts have no explicit role in the Son of Man presentation of Matthew, rather 

Israel is the subject of the Son of Man’s fury.   

The proposed use of Psalm 80 as a mutual source text alongside Daniel 7 provides both 

an explanation as to the language of the Sheep and the Goats, and it also offers an explanation as 

to the dire fate awaiting Israel.  The fact that the Son of Man is a figure found also in Psalm 80 is 

not a coincidence when acknowledging the proposed relationship between the psalm and Daniel 

7.  To understand the possibility of Psalm 80 as an influential text in Matthew and background 

text for Matthew 25:31—46, this thesis will now turn its attention to Psalm 80.  By 

understanding its interpretation and the evolutionary use of this Psalm in the New Testament, 2 

Baruch, and other texts from Matthew’s period, the reason for its inclusion in crafting the Sheep 

and the Goats can be seen as both plausible and natural.   
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Chapter Three 

Psalm 80: Interpretation and Use as a Source 

 

To understand the possibility of Psalm 80 as a source text for Matthew 25:31—46, this chapter 

will succinctly examine Psalm 80’s interpretation and historical development.  The psalm’s 

textual evolution from Hebrew to Greek demonstrates a progressive reflection on Israel’s exilic 

misfortunes, and a yearning for deliverance that never came.  Primarily, this chapter will 

examine Psalm 80’s use through the first century in the New Testament and non—Biblical texts.  

Psalm 80 and Daniel are used together as sources in passages other than the Sheep and the Goats.  

The secondary literature for these proposed relationships will be evaluated to determine the 

validity of Psalm 80 as a source in the primary literature. 

 A brief comment is needed on the verse numbers of the Psalm and its numeration in the 

LXX to help avoid confusion.  In the Hebrew text the prescript identifying the psalm as an 

Asaphite composition is the first verse, but English translations commonly use ‘Give ear, O 

Shepherd’ as the first verse.  The Hebrew text will be used as the standard verse layout, and with 

the exception of a direct quote in which the author is following the English translation 

numerology, all numerations will follow that pattern.  Additionally, Psalm 80 in the Hebrew 

Psalter is Psalm 79 in the LXX, due to the LXX combining Psalms 9 and 10 from the Hebrew 

Psalter into a single psalm.  All references in the treatment of the psalm in the LXX will be to the 

LXX numbering.   

Psalm 80’s Original Setting 

Psalm 80 was written in response to a national crisis, a catastrophic event that forever altered 

Israel’s national identity.  Gunkel defines the Psalm as a ‘Lament of the Nation’, a complaint on 
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behalf of the people confronting a time of great difficulty seeking God to take away their 

plague.418 However, there is a question as to which catastrophe is being lamented.  There are two 

general beliefs concerning the circumstances of this lament that will be briefly discussed for 

interpretative purposes.  The two primary views are regionally associated to the period after the 

division of the monarchy in 922 BCE. The first theory is that an Israelite author hoping for 

Israel’s deliverance from Assyria wrote the Psalm in the decade between 732 BCE to 722 BCE.  

Second, a Judahite author is pleading for deliverance from Babylon that would commonly be 

dated to the late 6th century BCE.   

Israel Theory 

Several features of the psalm may indicate an Israelite origin amidst the disastrous 

conflict with Assyria. Goulder places the psalm in the historical period of the 720s BCE, ‘which 

we have found to be the probable background of the other Asaph psalms.’419  Psalm 80 contains 

the prescript notation  ַח ים לַמְנַצֵּ שַׁנִּ דוּת אֶל־שֹׁׁ זְמוֹר לְאָסָף עֵּ מִּ , evidently a well—known tune known as 

‘Lilies, a Covenant’.420  Psalm 79 LXX changes the notation of the lilies to ‘Εἰς τὸ τέλος, ὑπὲρ 

τῶν ἀλλοιωθησομένων, μαρτύριον τῷ Ασαφ, ψαλμὸς ὑπὲρ τοῦ Ἀσσυρίου’.421  The theme of the 

psalm is loss and the yearning for restoration, which by the time of the LXX had become 

associated with Israel’s destruction by Assyria.  Judah now had an enemy province instead of a 

sister kingdom.422  
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Ephraim and Manasseh are northern territories that suggest a northern location for Psalm 

80 as they are the two half—tribes of Joseph.423Specific references to Benjamin, who only 

partially remained with the house of David, along with Ephraim and Manasseh, form a Joseph 

triad that had strong northern kingdom affiliations.424  The plea for God’s might before Ephraim, 

Benjamin and Manasseh implies the situation of 732 BCE to 722 BCE as Gilead and Galilee 

have been annexed by Tiglath—Pileser, forming an Assyrian province.425 The psalmist may be 

envisioning Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh as the three sons of Rachel and the three tribes 

that immediately went behind the ark.426  

 The author could have been a Judaean familiar with the recent events of Israel’s 

destruction, or an Israelite living in the decade of 732—722 BCE, prior to the conquest.427  The 

pleads for mercy on Israel’s behalf may indicate a rescue from Assyria before it is too late, while 

also praying the same fate will not come upon Judah.428  Israel exhausted its resources battling 

with Damascus Aram before submitting to Assyria in Hezekiah’s sixth year. Visitations by 

Assyrian kings such as Tiglath—pileser and Shalmaneser weighed heavily on Israel and created 

concern for Judah, should their northern barrier fall.429  It is possible the reference to being 

assaulted by the יז  in verse 14 was a symbol for Assyria, though such a proposal is זִּ

speculative.430  Ultimately the best evidence is found in the LXX with the inclusion of ψαλμὸς 

ὑπὲρ τοῦ Ἀσσυρίου and the Assyrian connotation with the loss of the ten tribes in the North.  
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Judah Theory 

The reference to the vine being brought out of Egypt indicates both Israel and Judah to 

proponents of this view as the vine is the whole nation of Israel.431  The question which follows 

the third strophe about the vine’s fences being broken down, and the burning of the vine in 

verses 15—16, paint a portrait of the whole nation and the fears surrounding exile and the loss of 

everything achieved under David.432  

The description in verse 2 of enthronement upon the cherubim may have originated as an 

Ephraimite tradition at Shiloh, but it later became associated with Jerusalem as the ark was 

located in the temple.433 Jeremiah’s use of ‘fed’ and ‘drink’ (Jeremiah 9:14 and 23:15) are 

paralleled in the psalm, as is the dominant shepherd theme (Jeremiah 2:8; 3:15; 10:21; 12:10; 

17:16; 22:22; 23:1—4; 25:34—36; 31:10; 33:12: 43:12; 49:19; 50:6; 51:23).434  An origin in the 

time of Josiah and Jeremiah is a possibility, though an Asaphite scribe may have reworked an 

older psalm to meet the needs of a post—exilic Israel.435 The psalmist’s use of the exodus may 

serve as a metaphor for the hope of deliverance from Babylon, yearning for a return from the 

exile and a restored Zion, as seen in Psalm 85 and Psalm 87.436 

Pre—Divided Monarchy Theory 

 Heinemann has suggested a unique date for Psalm 80 to avoid any potential difficulties 

caused by what he believes to be incompatible and confusing information for regional 
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affiliation.437  He rejects the Israel theory because he claims a northerner viewing Israel’s 

destruction as the whole vine is implausible.  Likewise, including Benjamin with the north is 

problematic as they stayed loyal to king Rehoboam in 1 Kings 12:21.438  Heinemann also 

dismisses the Judah theory as Jerusalem and Judah are not mentioned, prominence is given to 

tribes of Israel and all of Israel being called Joseph is inexplicable in a Babylonian exilic 

context.439      

 Heinemann argues for a composition during the time of Saul to avoid regional 

difficulties.  His basis for this opinion is that it explains why Benjamin is prominent in Psalm 80, 

and the phrase ָינֶך ישׁ יְמִּ  is used of Saul in 1 Samuel 9:1 and 21:7.440  Ravasi is right to say that אִּ

this date would make Psalm 80 one of the most archaic psalms in the Hebrew Psalter.441  In 

addition to being archaic, this view faces several difficulties.  Heinemann acknowledges that 

northern Israel tribes are featured in the psalm, but the inclusion of Benjamin does not require a 

Judahite reading when understanding those tribes are associated to Joseph.  He further casts 

doubt on the Judah theory because Judah is not mentioned by name, though Saul’s tribe 

Benjamin is not singularly distinguished either.  It is also unclear which supposed period of 

Saul’s reign is the subject of this dire lament.   

Evaluation 

The internal evidence of the psalm indicates a composition in Israel as a response to the 

Assyrian crisis.  While Benjamin was associated with Judah, this does not require a Judahite 
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reading as the emphasis is on the Joseph triad, which is predominantly northern.  The Saul theory 

attempts to by—pass any perceived regional difficulties with the images by suggesting a time 

period nowhere hinted at in the text or its later LXX version.   

Objections to this regional composition on the grounds that the vine can only refer to the 

whole nation are wanting for several reasons.  Following the 10th century BCE division of the 

monarchy, Israel established its own centres of worship and kingship, a divisive split that creates 

room for both kingdoms to view themselves as the true vine.  Even if the Israelite psalmist 

viewed the divided kingdoms as one people, this still does not prevent him from reminding God 

that this vine, his people, are in danger. It is possible a Judahite author was beseeching the 

restoration of the sister kingdom in the wake of the Assyrian destruction, which still makes the 

fall of Israel the subject.  Likewise, the psalm may have started as an Israel psalm that was later 

redacted by a Judahite author, but this cannot be ascertained with any certainty.  The emphasis 

on predominately northern Joseph tribes, the Assyrian reference in the LXX version and the 

description of catastrophe befitting the destruction of 722 BCE indicate an Israel psalm of 

lament.  

Structure of Psalm 80 

Psalm 80 is the fourth song upon the ים שַׁנִּ  or lilies, the previous being Psalms 45, 60, 69. There שֹׁׁ

is a threefold refrain of ‘return to us O God’ (verses 4, 8, 20), where verses 1—3 are an opening 

address, 4—7 is a lamentation over national woe and 8—19 is a repeated complaint concerning 

the nation represented by the allegory of the vine.442 Structurally the psalm lacks a consistent 

rhythm, making the structure challenging to define.  It has been suggested that there are four 
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strophes each marked by a refrain, where the third strophe is a double strophe containing a 

double refrain.  The first strophe in this model would consist of verses 1—3 with verse 4 as the 

refrain.  The second strophe is verses 5—7 with verse 8 as the refrain.  The third strophe is 

verses 9—14 with verses 15—16 as the refrain.  Lastly, verses 17—19 are the fourth strophe 

with verse 20 as the refrain.443  

Another model divides the psalm into five sections: an introductory line and opening 

prayer in 1—4, a lament in 5—8, a reflection on the glorious past in 9—12, a contrast between 

past and present in 13—17 and a final plea for restoration in 18—20.444 There is also the 

possibility of a three section framework, first featuring a lament sequence pleading for rescue 

from crisis (2—3), accusation and description of the crisis (5—14) and petition for aid with the 

promise of praise (15—19).445 The beginning of all three sections features a vocative address to 

God and is interlinked thematically: the shepherd of verse 2 is contrasted with verse 6 and verses 

15—17 look back to the metaphor of the vine in verses 9—14.446 

The uneven structure and partial refrain of verse 15 leads to a potential A—B—A 

structure: A is verses 2—8 forming the introduction invoking the indifferent shepherd; B is 

verses 9—17 as the song of the vineyard; A is 18—20 is an invocation to God and promise of 

fidelity.447  Introduction A has two strophes in verses 2—4 appealing to God on the ark, with the 

refrain of verse 4, and the second strophe of verses 5—8 featuring God’s dramatic silence in the 

midst of national tragedy and the second refrain in verse 8.448  B is the song of the vineyard in 
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verses 9—17 also featuring two strophes.  The first strophe of B is verses 9—12 that tell the 

story of the vine’s past splendor, while the second strophe of verses 13—17 describes the vine’s 

bitter present, with 15—17 serving as a refrain.  Lastly, the second A is a brief conclusion in 

verses 18—20, which invoke God to act under the promise of fidelity, with verse 20 as the final 

refrain.449  

The three—fold repetition of the refrain stands in structurally significant places, giving 

the psalm three natural sections, each ending with a refrain.  Verse 1 is the prescript, verses 2—3 

are the initial petition to God, with the refrain of verse 4 ending the first section. The second 

section begins in verse 5 by petitioning Yahweh, God of hosts to turn away his anger and remove 

the curses he has brought upon Israel. Section two ends with the refrain of verse 8 in which ‘O 

Elohim’ is now ‘O Elohim of hosts’, aligning with the beginning of section two which addresses 

‘Yahweh, God of hosts’.  Section three, the largest section, reminds God of his past work in 

driving out the Gentiles to establish Israel (verses 9—14), asking the God of hosts to restore the 

vine and promise covenantal fidelity if he does (verses 15—19).  Section three is concluded with 

the final refrain that uses ‘Yahweh God of hosts’, completing the three—fold amplification of 

God in each refrain from ‘O God’ (verse 4), to ‘O God of hosts’ (verse 8) and finally ‘Yahweh 

God of hosts’ (verse 20). 

Interpretation of Psalm 80 

Understanding the psalm’s meaning and imagery helps paint a portrait as to why first century CE 

authors were drawn to this lament in confronting the realities of the first century. Thematically 

the psalm addresses tragedy, while implementing a unique combination of images such as: 
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enthronement on the cherubim, wild beasts, vine, Gentiles and Son of Man.  Israel’s ongoing 

efforts to regain the prominence they possessed under David and Solomon weighed heavily on 

their national identity.  The first century CE devastation at the hands of Rome, and the 

development of the Danielic Son of Man, made Psalm 80 a prime candidate for use in the wake 

of the temple’s destruction. 

 Israel is faced with a national crisis and indisputably needs God to act against foreign 

invaders to save the vineyard.450  The catastrophe Israel faces transcends standard notions of 

encountering an enemy.  The psalmist blames God for Israel’s catastrophic condition as God has 

been angry with the prayers of his people (verse 5), placed Israel in contention with their 

neighbors (verse 7) and has not come to deliver them as their walls are broken down and the 

enemy is devouring them (verses 13—14).  Assyria’s advancement on Israel resulted in 

cataclysmic horror for the northern kingdom as 27,290 captives were forcefully dispersed.451  

Psalm 80 is the last desperate cry of a kingdom before their extinction as the psalmist pleads with 

Yahweh that Israel will remain faithful to him if he will only return (verses 19—20). 

 A multi—psalm compositional scheme may be at work across several Asaphite psalms 

following the format: corporate complaints, God’s answer and personal complaint.452  In this 

theory Psalms 79 and 80 present the corporate complaint to God, which God responds to in 

Psalm 81 and 82.453  There are indeed elements of response in which God says that he would 

respond if Israel would listen (81:9) and quickly subdue their enemies (81:15).  Nevertheless, 
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Israel continues to walk about in darkness, and they have been called gods they shall die like 

mortals (82:6—8).  Lastly, the psalmist again complains that God’s enemies hate him and have 

conspired against his people (83:3—4).  Several people groups including Edom, Philistia and 

Assyria, among others, have united in this conspiracy against Israel and the psalmist implores 

God to dispose of them as he did Midian (83:6—10). 

 The multi—psalm scheme has merit, though it is unclear whether these psalms were 

written as a unit or share common themes and authorship while being written as individual 

works.  Their placement in the Hebrew Psalter evinces a block of common thought that is 

intentionally placed together, and whether written together or not provides mutual edification of 

reading, without sacrificing the meaning of the individual psalms themselves.  They demonstrate 

a range of emotions and responses indicative of a nation facing destruction.  Yahweh is not 

acting in the manner the psalmist wants him to as bestial nations thrive while Israel, the chosen, 

suffers at the hands of these anti—Yahwists.  God is also clear that the lack of response is based 

on Israel’s failure, not his own.  The hope of restoration is bound up in Israel’s fidelity, though in 

Psalm 80 there is little focus on repentance.  The psalmist is more interested in God’s response, 

promising that Israel will be faithful if Yahweh acts on their behalf (80:19—20).   

 The Son of Man and the vine have become central elements of the interpretative analysis 

as they were the elements most used by later authors.  Understanding the psalmist’s Son of Man 

in contrast to the Danielic use is important.  The two are not identical, but they would later be 

amalgamated in Matthew.  Who or what is the Psalm 80 Son of Man, and is what is that Son of 

Man’s relationship to the vine?  Deciphering the meaning of the images presents a window into 
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the way later authors saw and used the psalm to meet the changing religio—political climate of 

the first century CE. 

 The בֶן־אָדָם of Psalm 80 has been interpreted as both an individual and corporate figure in 

conjunction with the vine.  The first possibility is the בֶן־אָדָם refers to the king of Israel and its 

kingship, with the vine representing Israel.  ‘The vine is the defining image of Psalm 80 with a 

full nine verses devoted to it, but it is also the most richly textured, leading to a great deal of 

ambiguous imagery.’454  Plants are a common image in the Old Testament for God’s people 

(Isaiah 5:1—7, Jeremiah 2:21, Ezekiel 17) where shoots and branches are symbols for royal or 

representative figures (Isaiah 11:1, Jeremiah 23:1—8, Ezekiel 19:11). Additionally, flourishing 

vines and plants can represent the restoration of Israel’s fortunes (Hosea 14:5—9).   

Comparison to other psalms has been used to validate the possibility of this kingship 

view.  Rowe concludes that Psalm 110:1 is used to describe the king of Israel sitting at Yahweh’s 

right hand, an obvious parallel if individuals are being described in both passages. 455  Psalm 110 

is a royal psalm featuring divine decrees that are suitable for inaugurating a king’s rule.456  The 

right is a metaphor for both a place of honour and the routing of the king’s enemies by 

Yahweh.457  However, Psalm 110 is also a difficult psalm to interpret, containing textual 

conundrums.458   

                                                           
454 A. Streett, The Vine, 26. 
455 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic?’, 81. 
456 W. Brown, ed, The Oxford Handbook of the Psalms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 209, 329; S.E. 

Gillingham, Psalms, 5. 
457 W.D. Tucker, ‘The Role of the Foe in Book 5: Reflections on the Final Composition of the Psalter’, in N.L. 

deClaisse´—Walford, ed., The Shape and Shaping of the Book of Psalms (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), 187. 
458 W. Brown, ‘A Royal Performance: Critical Notes on Psalm 110:3ay—b’, JBL 117:1 (1998): 93. 
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The oracle appears to speak of a coronation in Jerusalem, and a revelation from Yahweh 

delivered to David by Nathan as seen in 2 Samuel 7:8—11.459  Verse 4 refers to the person on 

Yahweh’s right being forever a priest in the order of Melchizedek.  The reference to 

Melchizedek could be reference to the enigmatic figure of Genesis 14, or it could be a 

misunderstanding to indicate ‘my king is legitimate’, not the figure of Genesis.460  By the time of 

the New Testament, the author of Hebrews understood the Melchizedek reference as the man 

from Genesis, demonstrating Jesus’ superior priesthood over the Levitical priests.461  This 

establishes a correlation for Hebrews that Jesus is priest and king. 

An objection is raised that Psalm 110:2b features ה  which is more commonly used of ,רְדֵּ

exercising authority in a labor supervisory role than a kingly rule.462  Wilson argues this is an 

homage to Genesis 1:26 and 28, with reference to Yahweh in Psalm 110:4a putting the focus on 

God, not on the Davidic king.463  A sudden reversal takes place in the passage as the one 

commissioned is a priest, meaning an enduring priesthood is replacing an eternal kingship.464  

Thus the Davidic descendant is a Melchizedek priest eternally proclaiming Yahweh’s righteous 

kingship.465  Wilson’s theory rests on unsure footing as an appeal to Melchizedek makes more 

sense in relationship to the earthly monarch than it does the heavenly king.  Psalm 110 is a royal 

psalm emphasising the establishment of the king, making the correlation to the Genesis figure of 

an earthly king more suitable for interpretation than God’s heavenly kingship.     

                                                           
459 W. Holladay, The Psalms, 23. 
460 W. Holladay, The Psalms, 24. 
461 H. Attridge, ‘The Psalms in Hebrews’, in S. Moyise & M. Menken, eds., in The Psalms in the New Testament 

(London: T&T Clark, 2004),197—198.  
462 G.H. Wilson, ‘King, Messiah, and the Reign of God: Revisiting the Royal Psalms and the Shape of the Psalter’, 

in P.D. Miller & P.W. Flint, eds., The Book of Psalms: Composition and Reception (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 399. 
463 G.H. Wilson, ‘King, Messiah’, 399. 
464 G.H. Wilson, ‘King, Messiah’, 399—400. 
465 G.H. Wilson, ‘King, Messiah’, 400. 
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The person on the right hand in Psalm 110 is a participant in Yahweh’s universal 

kingship, sitting on his throne while Yahweh fights for him.466  Assyrian king Esarhaddon is said 

to have placed his son Assurbanipal on his right in language similar to Psalm 110.467  If Psalm 

110 is a reinterpretation of Psalm 2, then the son has moved to Yahweh’s right hand, magnifying 

his royal role in Psalm 110.468  It is further suggested that the image is not static but dynamic, 

with the possibility that God moves to the right of the king in verse 5, though the likelihood is 

this interplay reflects the kings participation in Yahweh’s power.469  Psalm 2:6—9 highlights the 

important role of the king in pre—exilic tradition, making it possible that Psalm 110 is a post—

exilic divine speech remembering a pre—exilic tradition now suspended.470  Psalm 110 is a royal 

enthronement psalm, but whether it was a Davidic coronation psalm is uncertain.471  

Likewise Psalm 20:6 (19:7 LXX) states, Now I know the Lord saves his anointed.  He 

will answer from his holy heaven, in the saving power of his right hand.  The anointed one is 

presumably the king being saved by God’s right hand.472  Israel’s king is a military figure 

responsible for protecting Zion, thus the psalmist prays for God’s power with the king as he goes 

to war.473  Psalm 89:14 also speaks of Yahweh’s throne and 89:13 his right hand, which 

combined with Psalm 110:1 makes the connection of בֶן־אָדָם as Israel’s king even stronger.474  

                                                           
466 R. Watts, ‘The Psalms in Mark’s Gospel’, in S. Moyise & M. Menken, eds., in The Psalms in the New Testament 

(London: T&T Clark, 2004), 36. 
467 J. Hilber, ‘Psalm CX in Light of Assyrian Prophecies’, VT 53 (2003): 357. 
468 R. Watts, ‘The Lord’s House and David’s House: The Psalms and Mark’s Perspective on Jesus’, BI 15 (2007): 

317—318. 
469 A. Cordes, ‘Spricht Ps 109 LXX Von Einem Messias Oder Nicht?’ in M.A. Knibb, ed., The Septuagint and 

Messianism (Leuven: University Press), 255—256. 
470 H. Spieckermann, ‘Rede Gottes und Wort Gottes in den Psalmen’, in K. Seybold & E. Zenger, eds., Neue Wege 

Der Psalmenforschung (Freiburg: Verlag Herder, 1994), 157—158. 
471 W. Holladay, 24. 
472 Z. Zevit, ‘The Common Origin of the Aramaicized Prayer to Horus and of Psalm 20’, JAOS 110:2 (1990): 225. 
473 W. Brown, ed., Handbook of the Psalms, 330. 
474 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic?’, 81. 
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These psalms share the common notion that the king is at Yahweh’s right, which is the pre—

eminent position of God’s might and authority. 

Based on analysis of Psalm 80, and comparative psalms, there are five key points to be 

noticed about the king:  1. The king is called 2 ,בֶן־אָדָם. He is closely associated with Israel, 3. He 

is associated with his people’s tribulation, 4. He is called בֶן־אָדָם in connection with Yahweh’s 

kingship, 5. The connection with Psalm 110:1 implies the enthronement of 475.בֶן־אָדָם  

The extending branches and shoots of the vine in verse 12 are a reference to the borders 

of the Promised Land from Deuteronomy 11:24 obtained by David and kept by Solomon.  

Genesis 49 contains a prophecy concerning Judah and the arrival of David’s kingship, a 

prophecy that features a vine, wine and grapes (Genesis 40:11—12), language close enough to 

Psalm 80 that bears consideration in identifying the Son of Man with Davidic kingship.476  

A Davidic king is not the only possibility for the בֶן־אָדָם of Psalm 80 as both divine and 

corporate possibilities remain.  Yahweh is possibly the enthroned king, and his role as the 

shepherd is a common descriptor for kings in the ancient Near East.477 The Lord is described as 

the king of Israel in passages such as 1 Samuel 8 and Isaiah 33:22.  God is also the shepherd of 

Israel in passages such as Psalm 23 and Ezekiel 34, making this another possible identification.  

However, the psalm appears to make a distinction between Yahweh and the Son of Man/man of 

at his right.  

                                                           
475 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic?’, 82. 
476 A. Streett, The Vine, 36. 
477 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic?’ in H. Rowdon, ed. Christ the Lord: Studies in Christology 

Presented to Donald Guthrie (Downers Grove: Inter—Varsity Press, 1982), 80. 
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There are also corporate possibilities for identifying the Son of Man beyond Israel’s 

human or divine king.  First, the man of the right hand is Benjamin from verse 2, possibly in the 

hope that Benjamin would rally from Judah to the aid of his brothers.478 The second option is that 

the man of the right hand is Israel, an alternative picture for describing the vine. This view is 

influenced by verse 15 where the בֶן is made strong by God for himself.  If כַנָה, found only here in 

the Hebrew text, means stock, planted by God’s right hand’, בֶן would refer to ‘the vine’ or Israel, 

which would determine the similar clause in verse 17.479 Exodus imagery and the conquest of the 

Promised Land are apparent in verse 9, possibly giving the Son of Man as Israel connection more 

validity.  After recounting the exodus and the vine’s demise, verse 15 can be seen as a plea for a 

new exodus, with the hope that Israel will be strengthened and resettled after the fall.480 Further, 

verse 19 calls for God to ‘revive’ the nation as a whole, not just the king, in language that 

invokes what can thought of as an eschatological resurrection.481 

Evaluation 

Royal motifs are present in the text as the psalmist seeks a restoration of Israel’s fortunes 

that alludes to the blessings and curses found in Deuteronomy 28.  With the looming destruction 

of their nation pending at Assyria’s hands, the author pleads with God to vanquish their enemies 

as he did in the past and as he promised in the covenant (Deuteronomy 28:7). The shoot is an 

allusion to the might and power Israel had under David, and the בֶן־אָדָם is Israel’s king, whose 

restored fortunes represent the people’s fortunes, which is comparable to the terms used in 

Daniel 7.   

                                                           
478 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic?’, 80. 
479 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic?’, 80. 
480 A. Streett, The Vine, 27. 
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This kingship reading of the Son of Man leads to the possibility that the psalm is also 

messianic.  If the Son of Man is the same בֶן־אָדָם from Psalm 8, the ideal man, while the ‘man at 

the right hand’ is the conquering king of Psalm 110, the terms combine as a reference to a 

messianic head set to bring about their restoration.482 However, this view of the Messiah is not of 

a redeemer or saviour, rather he is the head of a redeemed people.483 Such a messianic reading is 

enhanced when examining the messianic evolution that the psalm underwent in its LXX 

transformation.  Further, the psalm would be used in various texts of the first century CE that 

offers further insight into why Psalm 80 was a natural source for Matthew 25:31—46. Within 

Psalm 80 itself, the man of the right is the king of Israel who is too weak to address the situation 

facing his people and needs God’s strengthening.484 

The Messianic and Eschatological Development of Psalm 80 

Following its composition in Israel, Psalm 80 underwent messianic development during its 

translation in the LXX.  The psalm was used further in various biblical and non—biblical texts, 

providing insight into how interpreters before and after the life of Jesus applied the psalm in their 

historical situation.  The remainder of this chapter will examine the translation of the psalm into 

Greek, and its use in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 2 Baruch, the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum, 4 Ezra 

and the New Testament.  Analysis of this history demonstrates Psalm 80 was an important text 

variously used by multiple authors.  This consistent use during the period leading up to and after 

the composition of Matthew provides external attestation that Psalm 80 is an important text 

appealed to for the Sheep and the Goats. 
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Psalm 79 (80) in the LXX485 

Psalm 79 LXX demonstrates an evolutionary messianism in the process of its translation.  

As Streett writes, ‘The translation of the Psalter into Greek in the second century bce (sic) is an 

important witness to the development of Jewish messianic and eschatological interpretations of 

Psalm 80.’486 The messianic and eschatological evolution of Psalm 80 can be traced through its 

translation in the LXX, and its use by authors in the first century CE. 

 Verses 16 and 18 of Psalm 79 LXX have received scholarly attention because of the 

presence of υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου in both verses.487  In verse 16 ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου is the translation 

of the Hebrew ן   .עַל־בֶן־אָדָם while the same Greek rendering is used in verse 18 of the Hebrew עַל־בֵּ

Why υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου is used in two verses to render different Hebrew expressions can be 

explained in multiple ways. McNeil has proposed on the basis of the LXX, Peshitta and three 

manuscripts of the Vulgate that there was a Hebrew Vorlage that read עַל־בֶן־אָדָם in both verses.488 

Additionally, the Psalm 80 Targum translates verse 16 as ועל מלכא משיחא, which may offer support 

for a Hebrew text that contained בֶן־אָדָם in verse 16 that was translated ‘King Messiah’.  

This Vorlage theory encounters serious difficulties as an explanation for the messianic 

evolution.  First, the inclusion of ן  in verse 16 is said to be a parablepsis from verse 18 where עַל־בֵּ

the scribe saw ָינֶך  into verse 16, creating the Vorlage that led a בֶן־אָדָם in both texts and inserted יְמִּ

                                                           
485 Other authors on these questions include: M. Knibb, ‘The Septuagint and Messianism: Problems and Issues’, M. 

Knibb ed., The Septuagint and Messiansim (Leuven: University Press, 2006), 1—19; C. Cox, ‘Schaper’s 

Eschatology Meets Kraus’s Theology of the Psalms’, R. Hiebert, C. Cox & P. Gentry eds., The Old Greek Psalter: 

Studies in Honor of Albert Pietersma (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 289—311; D. Mitchell, The 

Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the Book of Psalms (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1997): 19—20. M. Heiser, ‘The Role of the Septuagint in the Transmission of the Scriptures’, BSPADE 23:1 (2010): 

11—14.  
486 A. Streett, The Vine and the Son of Man: Eschatological Interpretation of Psalm 80 in Early Judaism, 116. 
487 All LXX references taken from A. Rahlfs, Septuaginta unless otherwise noted. 
488 B. McNeil, ‘The Son of Man and the Messiah: A Footnote’, NTS 26 (1979/80): 419—420. 
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Greek translator using υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου in both verses.489  However, in the Targum מלכא משיחא 

is found only in verse 16 where בֶן־אָדָם is supposedly present in both verses 16 and 18 of this 

Vorlage.  Why then did the translator avoid using מלכא משיחא in verse 18?  Verse 18 of the Targum 

reads על בר נש דחיילתא לך, which seems unusual if just two lines before the same translator 

interpreted ‘Son of Man’ as ‘King Messiah’  

The lack of manuscript evidence to support such a Vorlage theory, the multiple scribal 

mistakes required to make the theory work and the inconsistent Targum translation strains the 

credibility of the overall hypothesis.  A simpler possibility is that Psalm 79 LXX was subject to 

interpretative translation without the need of an alternate Vorlage.  This is an issue widely 

discussed in LXX studies and Psalm 79 has been incorporated into the literature surrounding the 

effects of messianic hope on the translation of the LXX.   

Psalm 79 LXX, as well as the whole of the Greek Psalter, was not a purely academic 

translation, nor was it devoid of evolution through the process of transmission.  The Greek Psalter 

may be partly or entirely based on a Hebrew text that preceded the finished literary product.490  

While there is a substantial amount of similarity between the Masoretic Text and the critically 

reconstructed Greek Psalter of the LXX, the Greek text is a text with a historical and theological 

setting of its own.491 The meaning of both the Hebrew and Greek versions of the psalm are valuable 

for understanding how a first century CE may have incorporated them into a later historical 

situation.  It may likewise demonstrate how authors reimagined Psalm 79 LXX in a manner similar 

to the LXX translators themselves. 

                                                           
489 B. McNeil, ‘The Son of Man’, 419—420. 
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The use of υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου of verses 16 and 18 may reflect a desire to harmonise the text 

by aligning the verses and adding solemnity to the phrase.492 This may explain why the Targum 

used מלכא משיחא in verse 16; it was a way of intentionally making Messiah and Son of Man 

synonymous.  Similarly, the Aramaic Daniel 7:13 ְּׁבַר אֱנָש was rendered in the LXX as υἱὸς 

ἀνθρώπου, meaning the Psalm 79 LXX translator may have been influenced by Daniel 7:13 LXX, 

demonstrating a relationship between these texts pre—New Testament.493  However, this is 

doubtful considering the date of Daniel’s composition in the second century BCE and the date of 

the Psalter’s translation in the second century BCE.    

Psalm 79 LXX may have undergone a degree of messianisation, but the production 

phenomena need not directly relate to the reception history of the text.  Psalm 79 LXX may play a 

role contrary to its original design, or it could undergo a reimagining by a later author using the 

text in an echo or allusion.  As previously mentioned, there is no singular definition of messianism 

from this period, so defining when a passage has been messianised is open to a broad spectrum of 

interpretation.  There exists a larger possibility that a degree of monarchial admiration for the 

successful Persian and Greek expansions played a role in the use of υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου in passages 

like Psalm 79 LXX.494 Philo presents Moses as a king, and Josephus interprets high—priestly 

succession as part of an envisioned Israelite kingship in the Pentateuch.495 Kingship and 

messiahship are not exclusive terms, meaning the way Psalm 79 LXX is used by later authors 

could be indicative of their interpretation or reimagining of υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου.  
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The υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου of Psalm 79 LXX is a royal motif and the translator used υἱὸς 

ἀνθρώπου in connection with the king at Yahweh’s right hand.  While the king in Psalm 80 and 

79 LXX is not a direct association to the Messiah, a royal messianic reading of the passage appears 

in first century interpretations both within and outside of the New Testament.  Therefore, a survey 

of the various uses of Psalm 79 LXX leading up to the time of the New Testament and after will 

demonstrate several reasons why Psalm 79 is a valid as a source text for Matthew 25:31—46. 

Psalm 80 in the Dead Sea Scrolls496 

Psalm 80 had no significant place in the Dead Sea Scrolls community discovered to date, 

nor has a copy of the psalm been discovered. 497  Psalms were a significant part of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls as evinced by the fragments of forty psalm scrolls discovered in the caves, which is more 

than any other biblical book.498 There were an additional three partial commentaries on the Psalms, 

apocryphal additions and hymns mimicking the Psalms.499 Given the abundance of Psalm 

information it becomes clear Psalm 80 was not a significant text at Qumran.  There have been 

some attempts to link allusions in the scrolls to Psalm 80 where the image of planting or growth is 

present. 

 One particular Hodayot, 1QH 16, has been linked to Psalm 80 with a potential allusion to 

the vine.  1QH 16 is a Hymn of Thanksgiving in which the author thanks God for protecting his 

people who are described as a נצר and 500.שריש  Elwolde writes, ‘Although the two passages share 

the use of botanical imagery, connected with the planting of a tree or vine and its subsequent 

                                                           
496 For additional pertinent literature see: P. Tiller, ‘The ‘Eternal Planting’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls’, DSD 4 (1997): 

312—335; S. Holm—Nielsen, Hodayot: Psalms from Qumran (Aarhus: Universitetsvorlaget, 1960), 165. 
497 See M. Abegg, P. Flint & E. Ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible, 534—535.   
498 A. Streett, The Vine, 129. 
499 A. Streett, The Vine, 129. 
500 F. Martinez & E. Tigchelaar, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition Vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 180—181. 
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growth and function, the expression ְי דָרֶך בְרֵּ  is the only one to appear in identical form in both כָל־עֹׁ

texts.’501 The phrase י דָרֶך בְרֵּ  is found in Psalm 89:42, Lamentations 1:12 and 2:15, where in כָל־עֹׁ

both psalms the context speaks of despoiling Israel, while in the Lamentations passages it refers 

to the enemies who deride Zion.  However, in 1QH 16 the author appears to have a more positive 

example in mind where animals of the forest are seeking shade.502 

 The possible allusion is found in line 8 of 1QH 16 where יער ת[חי] כול ירעו  echoes 80:14   

רְעֶנָה יז שָדַי יִּ  in Psalm 80, where it serves as an important עוף but there is a noticeable absence of ,וְזִּ

image in the hymn. Both passages use botanical planting imagery, as well as the growth of the 

plant/shoot, but the texts only share the one line.  However, the one possible direct phrase from 

Psalm 80:16 appears in Psalm 89:42, Lamentations 1:12 and Lamentations 2:15.503  The fact that 

no copy of Psalm 80 has been discovered in the scrolls further challenges the theory, though it is 

not conclusive.  A possible Psalm 80 allusion is speculative, though the possibility remains for 

both the allusion and the possible appropriation of the imagery in a new setting. 

 Planting is an explicit metaphor in the Hodayot literature, and 1QH 16 serves as an example 

of ‘pleasant planting’.504 As Brooke writes, ‘The planting demands an allegorical interpretation in 

relation to the community for which the poet presents himself as part of’.505 Pleasant planting of 

the vine that takes deep root and experiences growth is a central theme in Psalm 80:7—13, with 

the caveat that the once beautiful vine has been broken down. Unlike Psalm 80, the author of 1QH 

16 appears to be writing from a vantage point in which the plant is in no imminent danger.  Since 
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Psalm 80 is a lament and 1QH 16 is a thanksgiving hymn there will be key differences.  If Psalm 

80 was part of the hymn’s inspiration, it demonstrates a progression from tragedy to triumph 

 Another potential allusion to Psalm 80 in the Dead Sea Scrolls is found in 4Q302, an 

‘Admonitory Parable’.506 4Q302 consists of three fragments and four columns that address the 

same themes of planting and nurturing. Nitzan writes, ‘Hence, instead of the tree’s growth and 

multiplication (ii 7—8), its branches were cut off (ii 9) and it was ravaged by boars (iii 6), as 

described in Psalm 80:14.’507 This Qumran text uses tree (עץ) as opposed to vine (גֶפֶן), but both 

retain the use of branch ( ֶיר   508.(קְצִּ

Additionally, Psalm 80:14 reads יר   while 4Q302 fragment 2 column III reads יְכַרְסְמֶנָה חֲזִּ

ויכסמוהו [… ירים]חז , two images of the boar eating the vine or tree, and in the case of the Qumran 

text, this boar devours Israel in punishment as it does in Psalm 80. ‘Although there is no explicit 

statement in the extant parable concerning the specific reason for abandoning the tree (namely, 

Israel’s guilt), this may be surmised both from the historical survey of the former part and from 

the following section dealing with the decree of God.’509 In the subsequent section Israel’s guilt is 

defined as the violation of their covenant with God (Fragment. 3 cols. ii—iii). 4Q302 contains a 

variety of possible allusions drawn from Leviticus 26:25, Ezekiel 39:25, Jeremiah 6:19, Isaiah 

66:3, Micah 6:20, Ezekiel 18:2, 20:32, Malachi 2:17, 3:14 and Habakkuk 1:12—13.510 
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Evaluation 

The data from the Dead Sea Scrolls does not present strong evidence for Psalm 80 as a 

significant text in the Qumran community.  If Psalm 80 is ever discovered among the scrolls it 

may bolster the plausibility of these allusions, but the planting imagery is so vague that it cannot 

be determined with any decisiveness that Psalm 80 or other texts are the inspiration for these Dead 

Sea Scrolls’ passages. What is valuable for the present study is the importance of growth imagery, 

whether pertaining to a vine, shoot or another agricultural image, as seen in Psalm 80.  While the 

presence of Psalm 80 is quite minimal in the Dead Sea Scrolls, several other texts evince a strong 

connection with the psalm that provide foundational evidence for its importance in the period 

Matthew was being written.   

Psalm 80 in 2 Baruch 

Contrary to the Dead Sea Scrolls, 2 Baruch is an important text in the study of Psalm 80 

and in this thesis for several reasons.  In support of the argument that Matthew 25:31—46 

combines Psalm 80/79 LXX and Daniel 7 to create the Sheep and the Goats, 2 Baruch also uses 

these two texts in its visionary themes.  Both 2 Baruch and Matthew are written in the aftermath 

of the temple’s destruction as a response to national crisis and appeal to Psalm 80.  Further, 2 

Baruch incorporates a royal and messianic interpretation of Psalm 80, in a manner similar to what 

is being proposed in the present work.  Ravasi rightfully contends that Psalm 80’s vineyard 

imagery attracted allegorical messianic interpretations, such as found in 2 Baruch.511 

2 Baruch maintains a theme of imminent expectation that is found several times in the book 

(20:1f, 6; 23:7; 48:39; 54:17; 82:2; 83:1; cf. 48:32).512 Bauckham writes, ‘The events of AD 70 
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have not dampened but inflamed the expectation of redemption, but it is clear that the delay, while 

Israel is humiliated and the Gentile’s triumph, is an agonizing problem…’513 How and when should 

Israel expect deliverance from their humiliation at the hands of the Gentiles becomes the central 

focus for Baruch in this post—war literature.  Like Paul’s statement in 2 Thessalonians 2:4—7, 2 

Baruch 40 also envisions a spiritual oppressor, in the same vein as the Johanine antichrist, who 

will arise only to be vanquished by the coming Messiah.514 

 2 Baruch 36—40 has become a focus in the reception of Psalm 80 because of its use of 

vine imagery.  Drawing upon the image of the four beasts in Daniel 7, the Messiah in 2 Baruch 

and 4 Ezra rebukes and destroys Rome, reinterpreted as the fourth beast.515 In 2 Baruch, the 

destruction of the fourth kingdom’s army is followed by a vision of the vine destroying the 

remnants of the fourth kingdom in chapters 37—39.  The image of Baruch’s vine has several 

characteristics in common with Psalm 80:15—18.516 

 In Baruch’s vision, Rome as the fourth beast is a mighty forest confronted by a vine that 

produces a flood that uproots the forest, demolishing its strongholds, which allows the vine to grow 

where the forest had been.  The 2 Baruch vision amalgamates Psalm 80 with Daniel 7, portraying 

the fulfillment of Daniel’s and simultaneously the psalmist’s prayer.  Whereas the psalmist 

presented Israel as the vine planted by God after the Gentiles had been cast out of the land, 2 

Baruch imagines a replanting of the vine through the agency of the Messiah. 

 The interpretation of Baruch’s vision describes the forest as the fourth kingdom of Daniel 

(39:3—5) that will fall before the might of the Anointed One who is like the fountain and vine 
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(39:7).  This is evidence not only for a first century CE author joining Psalm 80 and Daniel 7 in a 

visionary context, but the author interprets both biblical passages as being fulfilled by a promised 

Messiah who carries out the duty of a king that will have an extended reign over the earth 

(40:1—4).  Other authors have acknowledged the possibility of allusions/echoes to Psalm 80 in 

the Baruch vision, though much of their attention has focused on other possible candidates for 

the vine. 

 Bauckham’s analysis of 2 Baruch 36—40 allows for the possibility of Psalm 80 as the 

source for the vine image:    

This vision is a prophecy of the way in which the fourth kingdom (2 Bar. 39:5), i.e. the 

Roman empire, will be destroyed and succeeded by the rule of the Messiah.  The Roman 

empire is symbolized by a large forest surrounded by high mountains (40:2); the Messiah 

and his kingdom are symbolized by a vine and a fountain (40:3; 39:7).517   

 

The fountain that comes destroys everything except a cedar representing the last Roman emperor, 

which is brought to the vine that represents the Messiah, who condemns and destroys the cedar.518  

 Bauckham’s article does not focus on Psalm 80, rather it is concerned with the messianic 

images of the ‘shoot’ and ‘branch’ from Isaiah 11:1, who is an extension of the ‘Mighty One’ from 

Isaiah 10:34.  However, he draws attention to comparisons between the ‘shoot’ and ‘branch’ 

compared to that of the ‘vine’, writing ‘The messianic shoot…has been interpreted as a vine, 

perhaps under the influence of Psalm 80, but more probably by association with Ezekiel 17:6—

8…’519 

Wright also suggests Psalm 80 was responsible for some of the imagery in 2 Baruch. 

Baruch’s vision of the vine and the fountain is clearly drawn from biblical imagery, and echoes 
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the previous vision and prayers pertaining to Israel’s plight and redemption.520 As post—war 

literature, 2 Baruch writes about Israel’s oppression and future hope, echoing earlier biblical 

prophecies that address the socio—religious situation.521  Wright attributes the presence of the vine 

and cedar in 2 Baruch to Psalm 80:8—19; Isaiah 5:1—7, and Ezekiel 17:1—24.522 

 Lied also focused on the use of vegetation imagery in 2 Baruch, determining that Israel is 

often seen as a plant, most commonly a vine, with plant imagery specifically pertaining to Israel’s 

Land. 523 Among the plant images used in 2 Baruch is Psalm 80:8—9, which contains the image 

of the driving out of the nations for the planting of the vine. Second, Exodus 15:17 refers to the 

planting of Israel on Zion, though not specifically as a vine.  Third, Jeremiah 1:10 utilises this 

imagery for the uprooting of foreign empires as a consequence for abusing Israel.524 Lied also 

writes,  

Above all, though, the image of the luxuriant, thriving plant of Israel serves as a sign of 

God’s care for his people. As long as Israel lives according to the regulation of the 

covenant, the plant will remain rooted in the Land.  However, if the plant turns wicked, the 

plant will be rejected by God and uprooted from its soil.525 

 

The theme of Psalm 80 leaves post—70 authors questioning the wicked actions of the vine that led 

to the temple’s destruction. 

 

 Chapter 35 set the stage for the vine/Messiah and the fountain/messianic army to destroy 

the wicked forest and to kill the cedar/last wicked ruler. ‘This apocalypse applies the imagery of 

uprooting to describe how the Messiah and his followers finally destroy the world’s impiety 
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(36:4).’526  However, a new element added into the vine of Psalm 80 is the vine’s transformation 

into a valley of unfading flowers. Fading flowers are a fact of life (Job 14:1) but unfading flowers 

are everlasting in contrast to the mortal wicked forest that will be uprooted. Thus 2 Baruch turns 

a common biblical metaphor upside down as Israel will no longer be subject to uprooting when it 

is ultimately redeemed.527 

 Lied’s assessment concerning the unfading flowers is noteworthy because of the unique 

difference between 2 Baruch and Matthew.   The next chapter will detail the argument for Psalm 

80’s presence in Matthew 25:31—46.  While it will be made evident that Matthew also believes 

in an everlasting kingdom, his vision of that kingdom is significantly different than Baruch’s.  The 

nature and makeup of the vine, and for that matter the land itself, take on new meaning in the 

advent of the Christ’s arrival and the temple’s destruction. 

 

 Streett also argues that Psalm 80 is the key text in 2 Baruch for three reasons.  First, Psalm 

80 offers a simpler explanation for the association of the Messiah with the vine rather than Isaiah 

10:34—11:5.528  Second, the vine in Psalm 80 serves as a symbol for the Davidic kingdom and 

verse 18 is closely associated with the Messiah, which is a natural progression if Psalm 80 is a key 

source text.529  Third, Psalm 80 accounts for more features of 2 Baruch than Bauckham’s 

postulation of several passages from Isaiah (10:34, 2:12—14, 40:4) to explain the image of cedars 

and mountains opposed to the vine.  However, Psalm 80 alone can account for the image of 

lowering the forest and mountains in 2 Baruch 36:5 and 37:1.530 
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Evaluation 

 Psalm 80 is the likeliest candidate to have influenced the Vine Vision of 2 Baruch.  This is 

important for several reasons.  The temple’s fall created a religio—political crisis for Judaism in 

the first century.  As writers of the period turned to the scriptures for their understanding of the 

crisis, both Daniel 7 and Psalm 80 offered important resources for confronting the tragedy at the 

hands of Daniel’s fourth beast.  The fact that these authors would appeal to Psalm 80 is 

unsurprising, as it addresses loss at the hands of the wild beasts that symbolise the Gentiles in the 

psalmist’s mind.  These expectant Jewish authors not only identified the messianic connections 

between Daniel 7 and Psalm 80, they also implemented them into their writing, imagining that 

God would answer the psalmist’s cry in an affirmative manner.  Such an affirmative expectation 

differentiates Matthew from 2 Baruch. 

 2 Baruch also demonstrates another author of the first century CE who combines the 

imagery in Daniel 7 with the imagery in Psalm 80.  The four kingdom Danielic model is present 

in chapter 39 in conjunction with the vine who is the Messiah.  The author of 2 Baruch unites the 

passages making the Messiah the vine who uproots Daniel’s fourth beast.  Presenting the vine as 

the Messiah responsible for the fourth beast’s demise establishes the Messiah as a representative 

of Israel the vine, indicative of a corporate representation.  As later authors re—imagined Daniel’s 

Son of Man to be an individual and not the corporate representation of Israel, 2 Baruch implements 

a similar ideology.   

 The vine is now the king and Messiah, drawing from the ‘shoot’ imagery of Psalm 80:12, 

who is taking the role of the Son of Man in usurping the fourth beast.  Considering further the 

royal connotations of the Son of Man in Psalm 80, alongside the later royal interpretation of the 

Son of Man from Daniel, there is evidence that 2 Baruch has woven the two Son of Man figures 
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together.  It is being contended here that Matthew 25:31—46 demonstrates a similar unity between 

these same two passages as a means of addressing Israel’s devastation.  Here is another author 

from the period who sees a relationship between the texts, though the outcomes are starkly 

different.   

Psalm 80 in the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum  

The Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum is an extensive retelling of the Hebrew Bible from Adam to 

the death of Saul that often paraphrases the biblical text as well as quotes it.531  The document was 

falsely attributed to Philo in antiquity due to its being transmitted with genuine Philonic 

writings.532 While the text has only survived in Latin, it was a translation from Greek and may 

even have originated in Hebrew. Evidence of this is found in Hebraic links in the narrative and the 

lack of Greek particles, arguably rendering the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum monotonous with 

weak literary style.533 

 A specific date for the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum is a more challenging question, 

though the first century CE is firmly fixed in the scholarship.  Murphy writes, ‘Few doubt that the 

Biblical Antiquities was written in the first century C.E.’534 However, debate does surround a more 

definitive date for the text’s completion.  The author arguably betrays his knowledge of Titus 

destroying Jerusalem in 70 CE, making the text post—temple literature.  This has been deduced 

from a speech of God to Moses in XIX.7 where the temple will be placed into the hands of enemies 

on the 17th of Tammuz,  

I will show thee the place wherein the people shall serve me 850 (MSS 740) years, and 

thereafter it shall be delivered into the hands of the enemies, and they shall destroy it, and 

strangers shall compass it about; and it shall be on that day like as it was in the day when I 
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broke the tables of the covenant which I made with thee in Horeb: and when they sinned, 

that which was written thereon vanished away. Now that day was the 17th day of the 4th 

month.535 

 

The problem with the speech is that according to Jeremiah 52:6 and 2 Kings 25:3, the temple was 

destroyed on the 9th of Tammuz.  Traditionally, the 17th of Tammuz is the date in which Moses 

broke the Tablets of the Law, and according the Talmud, the Romans destroyed the second temple 

on the same day.536 

 Murphy remains unconvinced of the post 70 date as he is sceptical that the reference in 

XIX.7 is to the 70 CE destruction.537 It is possible that XIX.7 indicates the first temple’s 

destruction or the desecrations of Jerusalem by either Antiochus IV or Pompey.  4 Ezra and 2 

Baruch are post—war documents that show a strong preoccupation with the destruction of 

Jerusalem, something he believes is missing in the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum.  ‘It seems 

unimaginable that Pseudo—Philo could have written such a long work without that disaster leaving 

a more recognizable mark. This tips the balance of evidence, sparse as it is, to a pre—70 C.E. 

date.’538  While there is a possible allusion to Titus in XIX.7 it is possible that the author witnessed 

the temple’s last years, which may explain why the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum has 

appreciation for the temple and its service.539 

 Contrary to Cohn and James, Fisk believes the 740—year span from Liber Antiquitatum 

Biblicarum XIX.7 is more reasonably a reference to the first temple’s demise, the profanation of 

Antiochus IV, or Pompey.540 The lack of direct reference to the temple’s fall, contrary to both 4 
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Ezra and 2 Baruch, in addition to the emphasis on resisting oppressors in Liber Antiquitatum 

Biblicarum X.3, appears to support a pre—70 date.  Further, Fisk argues that Israel’s covenant is 

associated more with people than place, probably because the author sensed the imminent threat 

of loss.541 There is also the free attitude toward the biblical text, which Fisk claims reflects a pre—

70 context though he does not detail why this is the case.  Lastly, there are specific remarks about 

the temple, such as usque in hodiernum diem (even to this day) in XXII:8 that may imply the 

system of sacrifice was still active, meaning the temple still existed.542 

 Evidence for a pre or post—70 date of the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum is not conclusive.  

As a retelling of the biblical narrative, the lack of overt reference to 70 CE could be a product of 

the author’s attempt to portray an authentic historicity in his pseudo format.  The author of 2 

Baruch used Babylon as a metaphor for Rome while maintaining a 6th century BCE guise.  The 

use of ‘even to this day’ is far from a convincing argument as the author had no reason to betray 

his metaphorical style.  The emphasis on covenant people and not covenant place could attest to 

the loss of Jerusalem and any semblance of control they had in the Promised Land.  Perhaps the 

author establishes an apologetic for his people’s place as God’s chosen nation amidst tragedy.  

Lastly, the ‘free attitude’ toward scripture assumes that immediately following the temple’s fall, 

exegesis underwent a fundamental and almost instant change.  Paul demonstrates remarkable 

creativity with his exegesis in a pre—70 context, just as the author of 2 Baruch did after 70.   

Nothing conclusive comes from the information available, but a date in which the author 

knows the fate of the temple is probable.  Considering the information offered by Hayward, the 

references to a major event in the temple and the lack of any compelling arguments to push the 
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date of composition earlier, a post—70 composition is most plausible.  Such a dating is also 

consistent with the other texts that use a setting from their past to address their present.  The value 

of the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum is not dependent on the document being pre or post—70, 

though it reasonably was another document written in the wake of Israel’s national crisis. 

Vine imagery was an important symbol of Israel in first century Palestine.  King Herod 

appears to have had a significant influence on this trend through the adornment of the temple with 

a golden vine that was mentioned by both Josephus and the Mishnah.  This vine became a symbol 

for the people during the revolt of 66—70.543 Jewish coins of the 66—70 CE revolt present images 

of the vine leaf.  Later, mosaic floors in the synagogue would feature the image of the vine. 

However, the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum truly captures the significance of the vine imagery 

that ‘uses the vine as a symbol of Israel no less than seven times’.544 

Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum XII.8—9 utilises the vineam image repeatedly as the author 

implores God to remain faithful to and nourish his vine, a cosmic vine extending from God’s throne 

to the abyss.545  The author beseeches God, ‘Si ergo non misertus fueris vine tue, Omnia Domine 

in vano facta sunt…’546  The same theme of not letting God’s work be in vain is repeated shortly 

below, ‘et non fiat in vanum labor tuus.’547  The vine is in danger and the author beseeches God’s 

rescue to prevent the vine from being destroyed, lest God’s work be in vain.  Hayward writes, ‘The 

vine is clearly Israel, planted by God and described in language which derives ultimately from 
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Psalm 80:9ff.’548 Without the vine God will have no one to glorify Him, which in first century 

Jewish belief coincides with the ‘belief that the world was created for the sake of Israel.’549 

In addition to XII.8—9, Hayward draws attention to the people’s prayer in the days of 

Jephthah that is heavily dependent on Psalm 80.550 Once again the author uses the vine image, this 

time clearly depending on Psalm 80.  The text of XIL.7 reads,  

Intende Domine in populum quem elgisti, et non corrumpas vineam quam plantavit dextera 

tua, ut sit coram te in hereditae haec gens, quam habuisti ab initio et quam pretulisti semper, 

et pro qua fecisti habitabilia et induxisti in terram quam iurasti ei.551  

 

The vine planted at God’s right is taken from Psalm 80:15—16 which reads,                                                       

ֹׁאת ד גֶפֶן ז ה וּפְקֹׁ ם וּרְאֵּ שָמַיִּ ט מִּ ים צְבָאוֹת שׁוּב־נָא הַבֵּ מַצְתָה לָךְוְכַנָה אֲשֶׁר־נָטְעָה יְ  ,אֱלֹהִּ ן אִּ ינֶךָ וְעַל־בֵּ מִּ .  The literary 

dependence appears to be direct as does the overall theme of turning to God and appealing to his 

past favour as a reason to redeem His people in a time when destruction is a likely possibility. 

 Fisk allows for the possibility of Psalm 80 as an important source for the Liber 

Antiquitatum Biblicarum, though he places emphasis on other vine passages as well.  ‘Vine 

imagery is a favourite of Pseudo—Philo (cf. 18.10; 23:12; 28.4; 30.4; 39.7), evidently drawing 

from biblical texts like Jeremiah 2:21; Psalm 80:8—16; Isaiah 5.1—7.’552 The vine imagery in 

Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum XII is believed to be drawn from Isaiah 5 in Fisk’s model, though 

Psalm 80:8—19 serves as a secondary cross reference.553 ‘In LAB XII, Moses employs similar 
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language to explain why Israel should expect mercy from God.  Pseudo—Philo’s argument here 

is thus similar to Psalm 80:8—19.’554 

Evaluation 

As a first century document, the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum touches on several 

important themes that would have been fitting for address concerning the tragedy of 70 CE.  Set 

within the context of Moses arguing with God about whether to destroy Israel for the golden calf 

incident of Exodus 2, Moses pleads with God not to uproot the planted vineyard, which he also 

says God has burned (XII.8).555 Considering that the vineyard had not been planted at this point in 

the Exodus narrative, the author seems to be using the past as a metaphor for the present 

circumstances.   

It is the association of the vine to the Exodus in the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum that 

makes the Psalm 80 connection more evident.  As the psalmist reminded Yahweh of the removal 

of the vine from Egypt (80:9), so Moses reminds God that Israel is a vine recently removed from 

Egypt.  Chapter XII also mentions the shoot of the vine and the seat of the most high, all of which 

can be taken directly from Psalm 80, making it a candidate for use by Pseudo—Philo.  The author’s 

many references to the vine may not all come directly from Psalm 80, but there appears to be direct 

use of Psalm 80 in at least some of the book.   

The author of Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum expresses a dire concern for the possibility 

that God will plant another vineyard in Israel’s place, leading Moses to question whether that new 

vine will trust God because of his destroying Israel (XII.9).556 It may be coincidence that the Liber 

Antiquitatum Biblicarum rewrote the scriptures in a manner that would be meaningful for a post—
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70 CE Jewish audience, though it seems more probable that the author intended the connection.  

Pseudo—Philo appears to be another document written after the temple’s destruction that 

addresses the horrors of the Jewish nation.  Uncertainty over the vine’s future was a tangible reality 

to the books earliest readers, or as the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum says itself, ‘Who knoweth 

whether God will be reconciled unto his inheritance, that he destroy not the planting of his 

vineyard?’ (XXX.4).557 

Both 2 Baruch and the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum used Psalm 80 in exegetically 

creative ways to address a national crisis.  Psalm 80 was itself a response to a national crisis that 

ended in disastrous fashion.  As Psalm 79 LXX clearly states, the plea to God was in response to 

Assyria, a response that did not come as Assyria successfully destroyed and exiled Israel.  2 Baruch 

connects the destruction of the temple with the loss of the ten tribes by Assyria early in the book, 

claiming the remaining two tribes have done even worse than those which were lost (1:2).  The 

Lord declares that the people will be scattered among the nations, a clever use of the Babylonian 

exile to indicate that either Rome had launched a new exile or possibly that they had never truly 

returned from exile, at least spiritually. 

The author of 4 Ezra also connects the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 to the ten lost tribes, 

but in the belief that they would be restored upon the revelation of the Danielic Son of Man 

(13:25—40).  Though 4 Ezra does not feature Psalm 80 as a central text, the connections by various 

authors of the first century CE between the vine, the Son of Man, and the lost tribes with the events 

of 70 CE further enhances the possibility that the same has occurred in Matthew 25:31—46.   
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The vine is associated iconographically to the temple through the hanging of a golden vine 

above the gate at the first part of the building, featuring grape clusters as tall as a man.558  The size 

and craftsmanship of the golden vine was so marvelous that Josephus claims that it amazed 

viewers.559  Psalm 80 contained themes that both correlated to the religio—political situation of 

70 CE and visually connected to the temple.  As messianic exegesis progressed, and authors began 

interpreting their kingship hopes in figures like the Son of Man, Psalm 80 became an appealing 

text to meet the needs of a society in disarray.   

While the authors just discussed maintain a hope for messianic deliverance, the authors of 

the New Testament had seen the arrival of the Messiah.  It has been argued that Psalm 80 was a 

pivotal text in several New Testament books, though the direction those authors will take the 

interpretation of the psalm is naturally quite different.  Because the hope is not in an eventual 

Messiah that will deliver the people, but a Messiah that has come and the nation fell, an entirely 

new set of exegetical principles emerges as in the New Testament.  This chapter will conclude by 

examining Psalm 80 in New Testament passages other than Matthew 25:31—46.560 

Psalm 80 in the New Testament 

Psalm 80 has been acknowledged by several scholars as an important text for the New Testament, 

though it has not gained the notoriety of other psalms more prominently featured in those 

documents.  A survey of how psalms are used in the New Testament never mentions Psalm 80 in 

connection with any of the New Testament books.561  To further the case for Psalm 80’s influence 

                                                           
558 Josephus, Wars 5:210.   
559 Josephus, Antiquities 15.395. 
560 The main argument for the Sheep and the Goats being dependent on Psalm 80 is the subject of the next chapter. 
561 S. Moyise & M. Menken, eds., The Psalms in the New Testament.  None of the authors in this survey make 

reference to Psalm 80, though it provides excellent information regarding Psalm usage. 
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on Matthew 25:31—46, other proposed Psalm 80 appearances will be analysed in the New 

Testament to deduce both their validity and how the psalm is utilised. 

Dodd discusses the importance of psalms for the imagery of the New Testament, 

acknowledging the use of Psalms 22, 34 and 118 as psalms with well—established use in the New 

Testament, along with three additional Psalms: 41, 42/43 and 80.562 Psalm 80 is an appeal to the 

divine Shepherd of Israel, who is a familiar figure in the Gospels, during a time of distress and 

mockery.  Dodd acknowledges that Psalm 80 is never directly quoted, but the language of the vine, 

the Son of Man, and the man of God’s right hand is so unified in the New Testament presentation 

of Christ that any notion of coincidental parallel to Psalm 80 is impossible. The presence of the 

man at God’s right hand from Psalm 80:17 in association with the divinely strengthened Son of 

Man is the scriptural justification for fusing these characters in Mark 14:62.563  Psalm 80 was 

linked to the Johannine concept of the vine and its branches, though it entered the Christian liturgy 

prior to the fourth gospel.564 

The work of Dodd was important in the study of Psalm 80, though it was far from a detailed 

assessment of how the psalm was used.  Several authors have offered support to these views and 

advanced the level of investigation of this psalm as an important New Testament source.  While 

there is no specific quotation of the psalm to be found in the New Testament, which has contributed 

to the minimal treatment it has received, its apparent influence on several passages in the New 

Testament has received increased attention, with several possible candidates for writings 

influenced by this psalm.   

                                                           
562 C. Dodd, According to the Scriptures, 100—101. 
563 C. Dodd, According to the Scriptures, 101—102. 
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Mark 14:62565 

Gelston addresses Mark’s understanding of the Son of Man, which was a term virtually 

synonymous with ‘Messiah’ but not as dangerous as Messiah for Jesus’ movement.566 The two 

terms are connected in Mark 8:29 where Peter confesses Jesus as the Christ, leading Jesus to 

immediately speak of the suffering of the Son of Man. Gelston suggests the missing link that 

connected Son of Man and Messiah was Psalm 80:17, but then he writes, ‘There is no allusion to 

this verse in the New Testament, and that is why no more significance is claimed for it than that 

of a sidelight!’567 Immediately after this statement, Gelston curiously writes, ‘But there is no 

reason to suppose that this Psalm may have been in Jesus’ mind as He considered His own place 

in the purpose of God…’568 

 Analysis of Psalm 80 to Daniel 7 offers an initial comparison that may look striking, but in 

reality, the similarities are less significant. The beasts of Daniel 7 are visionary, while the ‘beasts’ 

or boar of Psalm 80 is a metaphor for the nations.  The Son of Man in the Old Testament is used 

in a non—technical way, but later interpreters understood its use in Psalm 80:17 for the king as 

the Messiah.  This move, ‘paved the way for the later interpretation of Daniel 7:13 in messianic 

terms alike by Jesus and by the Jews.  The absence of any specific allusion to Psalm 80.17 in the 

NT places its significance clearly as a sidelight…’569 

 Gelston’s article is peculiar: he puts forward Psalm 80 as a link between Messiah and Son 

of Man, while also minimizing its effect as a link.  His treatment of the Son of Man is generic, 

offering little substance to a complex debate about the evolution of messianic thought in terms like 

                                                           
565 For additional pertinent literature see: B. Witherington III, The Christology of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1990), 261; M. Hengel, Studies in Early Christology (London: T & T Clark, 1995), 169—170;  
566 A. Gelston, ‘A Sidelight on the ‘Son of Man’’, SJT 22:2 (1969): 191. 
567 A. Gelston, ‘A Sidelight’, 191. 
568 A. Gelston, ‘A Sidelight’, 191. 
569 A. Gelston, ‘A Sidelight’, 196. 
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the Son of Man.  Whatever he means by sidelight, an undeveloped idea is how Psalm 80 

supposedly forms the bridge between the Son of Man and the Messiah but was not on Jesus’ mind.  

Does this mean it was on the evangelist’s mind?   Arguably the presence of Psalm 80 as a bridging 

text between two pivotal New Testament texts would merit some significance beyond a sidelight, 

whatever that may be. The theory that Psalm 80 bridges Son of Man and Messiah has value as 

other texts from the period saw a similar connection.  However, by failing to develop this theme, 

the article fails to make what could have been a valuable contribution. 

 Rowe addresses Dodd’s Psalm 80 hypothesis by stating בֶן־אָדָם in 80:17 is the king of Israel 

who ‘is so closely associated with Israel…it is hard to detect when the psalmist moves from 

speaking of Israel in general, as ‘the vine’, to the king…’570 The Son of Man in Daniel 7 is suffering 

alongside the saints of the Most High, similar to the Son of Man in Psalm 80 suffering Israel’s 

tribulation prior to his exaltation.  Rowe therefore believes it more feasible that the suffering Son 

of Man figure, who is also the king in the Jerusalem temple, is an image from the psalms and not 

Isaiah 53.571 Comparison with Psalm 80:17 and 110:1 further validates the concept of the Son of 

Man in a kingly role, as the two figures from these Psalms at the right hand of God are kingly 

messianic figures and the Son of Man is a parallel to the king in Psalm 80.572 

 Rowe’s analysis follows Dodd with an emphasis on Psalm 80 deserving of a deeper 

treatment.  The comparison to Psalm 110:1 is an important deduction for two reasons.  First, Rowe 

is correct that an exegete could see the parallel themes between the two psalms, particularly an 

exegete seeking an answer to their kingship questions.  Second, Psalm 110 was quoted in the New 

                                                           
570 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic’, Christ the Lord: Studies Presented to Donald Guthrie 

(Leicester: Inter—Varsity Press, 1982), 82. 
571 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic’, 93—94. 
572 R. Rowe, ‘Is Daniel’s “Son of Man” Messianic’, 95. 
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Testament by several authors including Matthew.  Among the psalm quotations in Matthew, Psalm 

110:1 is a marked quotation in 22:44, and an unmarked quotation in 26:64, both of which he 

imports from his Markan source.573 Considering the common themes that an interpreter could find 

between Psalms 80 and 110, this is an additional reason to consider the possibility of the influence 

of Psalm 80 in Matthew and the New Testament.   

While Rowe does not explicitly say that Psalm 80 is an important text for the development 

of the suffering Messiah, he hints at the possibility.  This is feasible, though it also viable for an 

exegete to see common themes or connections between passages that develop a national hope from 

suffering to triumph.  The Psalm 80 Son of Man need not be a figure of suffering for an author like 

Matthew to see connections between the suffering servant, the suffering nation and the hope of a 

triumphant king.  In the case of Jesus, the triumphant king is victorious through suffering, making 

these various readings a potentiality.  Reading passages like Isaiah 53 and Psalms 110 and 80 side 

by side creates many exegetical possibilities for a writer confronting Israel’s suffering of the first 

century CE. 

 McWhirter argues that either Psalm 80:17 or Psalm 8:4—6 could serve as a bridge between 

Psalm 110:1 and Daniel 7:13 toward a Messianic interpretation. Similar to Gelston, McWhirter 

argues that the Son of Man at God’s right in Psalm 80:17 can serve as the common denominator 

between the Daniel 7:3 Son of Man and the Messiah at God’s right in Psalm 110:1.574 In her 

treatment she clarifies her stance by stating, ‘There is no direct evidence for messianic exegesis of 

Daniel 7:13 in light of Psalm 110:1 by way of Psalm 2, Psalm 80, or Psalm 8.  Indeed, Psalm 80:17 

                                                           
573 M. Menken, ‘The Psalms in Matthew Gospel’, in S. Moyise & M. Menken, The Psalms in the New Testament 

(London: T&T Clark, 2004), 62. 
574 J. McWhirter, ‘Messianic Exegesis in Mark’s Passion Narrative’, G. Oyven & T. Shepherds, eds., Trial and 

Death of Jesus: Essays on the Passion Narrative in Mark (Leuven: Peeters, 2006), 93. 
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is never cited in the New Testament.’575 Son of Man is significant for Mark, possibly because he 

exercised messianic exegesis of Daniel 7:13 through Psalm 8:6 or Psalm 80:17 and Psalm 110:1 

in light of Psalm 89.576  

 McWhirter is far more successful in her treatment of the issue than Gelston by providing 

more clarity to her view.  She acknowledges the potential for messianic exegesis on Mark’s behalf 

with Psalm 80 serving a potential bridge text, while acknowledging the psalm is never quoted in 

the New Testament.  Her short treatment of the passage failed to develop the possible relationship 

between Psalms 80 and Psalm 110.  The possibility for an influential psalm like 110 may have 

opened up the possibility for an exegete to use the lesser known Psalm 80 as a connection to Daniel 

7.  Likewise, McWhirter does not explore the notion that Psalm 80 could be more than a bridge, 

which she apparently dismisses by virtue of the lack of direct quotation.  Despite the lack of 

quotation, a possibility remains Psalm 80 to be more than a connection point. 

 Streett also argues for a suffering servant view of Psalm 80, ‘Mark may be interpreting 

Psalm 80 as a prediction of the tribulation and vindication of the Messiah as a representative of 

Israel.’577  Streett imagines Israel suffering vicariously through their Messiah, who takes the role 

of a suffering servant in their place.  He believes that the need for the Son of Man at the right hand 

to be strengthened is indicative of a suffering king.  This is a possibility due to the ambiguous 

connection between the vine that represents the people and figure of verses 16 and 18, meaning 

the man on the right could be Israel or a leader. Mark may see the story of his own persecuted 

Messiah as the representative of Israel who was strengthened and raised from the dead (80:19). 

When it comes to Mark 14:62, Streett considers Psalm 80 as more prominent in the text than Psalm 

                                                           
575 J. McWhirter, ‘Messianic Exegesis’, 93. 
576 J. McWhirter, ‘Messianic Exegesis’, 93. 
577 A. Streett, The Vine, 187. 
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110.578  Mark 14:62 is actually a triple allusion to Daniel 7, Psalm 80 and Psalm 110, with Psalm 

80 possibly playing a more prominent role than Psalm 110.579 

 Street accords a significant amount of prominence to Psalm 80, which could mean Psalm 

110 would be unnecessary in his methodology.  If Psalm 80 is the more prominent text, it would 

be plausible to completely erase Psalm 110 by attributing the imagery of sitting to Daniel 7 where 

the Son of Man presumably takes his throne next to the Ancient of Days.  The location of 

prominence at the right could be drawn from Psalm 80 while the throne of kingship represents the 

Son of Man taking his throne in Daniel 7.  The same argument could be made against Psalm 80 as 

Daniel 7 and Psalm 110 could account for the dual imagery.  Psalm 110 is the more common 

choice for the enthronement language, which was granted a prophetic status by the early church 

depicting the resurrection and ascension of Jesus.580  Streett’s thesis does have significant merit, 

and there is no reason why there cannot be a triple allusion present, though his argument is not 

expected to sway the predominant view that Psalm 110 is the allusion.   

The Parable of the Wicked Tenants 

While Mark 14:62 has been the focus of interest for Psalm 80’s presence in Mark, other 

scholars have found a correlation with Mark 12:1—12 and its synoptic parallels.  Black’s 

examination of Old Testament passages used for New Testament Christology provides a brief 

summation of the subject matter.  Black’s examples include Psalm 2:1 in Acts 4:25f, Psalm 2:7 in 

Acts 13:33, Isaiah 52:13 in John 3:14, and 12:32 and Isaiah 53:12 in Mark 9:31. 581   
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 Psalm 118:22 (the rejected stone) may be the backdrop for the Wicked Tenants since it is 

quoted at the end of the passage. One argument proposes a form of word—play between the use 

of אֶבֶן in Psalm 118:22 and ן  as an explanation for the ‘son’ image of the text.  Black suggests that בֵּ

a parallel could exist in Psalm 80:14 where Israel, as the son and Branch, is also the Son of Man 

whom Yahweh cultivates.582 The desolated vineyard of Psalm 80 may serve as more important 

imagery for the background of Mark 12:1—12 than Isaiah 5.  The likelihood of the dependence on 

Psalm 80 increases for Black when considering Isaiah 5 describes a doomed vineyard, whereas 

Psalm 80:14 is a plea for deliverance with a potential for hope not found in Isaiah 5.  He further 

writes, ‘It is not surprising to find ‘the son’ here rendered in the Targum as ‘the king Messiah’’.583 

 Black presents a well—argued case concerning Psalm 80.  The comparison of Psalm 80 to 

explain the ‘son’ imagery of Mark 12:1—2, as opposed to word—play in Isaiah 5, is a more 

appealing proposal than deducing word—play from Hebrew in the Greek text.  A point Black does 

not argue is the nature of the hope of Psalm 80 in Mark 12.  The vineyard workers are headed for 

permanent desolation as the vineyard will be given to new tenants.  Psalm 80 is a prayer of hope 

for Israel, whereas the giving away of the vineyard holds little hope for Israel’s future, though it is 

a source of great hope for the new tenants.  Black stops short of extrapolating the idea of Psalm 80 

being reinterpreted as the hope of the new tenants, including the very Gentiles described as a boar 

in Psalm 80.   

Wright follows Black in arguing that Psalm 80 has a direct influence on Mark 12:1—12 

while expanding on themes his predecessor omits.  ‘As in some other parables, Jesus was taking a 

well—known biblical theme, in this case from Isaiah 5.1—7 and Psalm 80, and developing it 
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further.’584 For Wright, the retelling of the story serves as a basis for what had been done by Jesus 

through ‘cleansing’ the temple, which was actually prophetic denunciation and ‘divine 

demolition.’585 The master rejecting the workers foretells Rome’s destruction of Jerusalem, 

corresponding to Jesus’ actions in clearing out the temple as a symbol of judgment.586 Wright also 

concurs with Black that Psalm 80 is drawn into Mark 12:1—12 by virtue of both the vineyard and 

the royal imagery from the Targum.587 

 Wright draws out the theme retelling Psalm 80 in light of Jerusalem’s demise that would 

strengthen Black’s argument. As Psalm 80 confronts the painful reality of defeat by enemies, 

Jesus’ use of it in parable could serve as a reminder to Israel of the covenant infidelity that led to 

its destruction by Assyria.  Israel is once again charged with the same infidelity that caused 

catastrophe in 722 BCE, yet this time Judah faces this reality.  Wright’s argument is strengthened 

by the possibility that Jesus used Psalm 80 to draw out a theme that Israel’s occupation the vineyard 

is coming to a close, as is currently being contended.  The next two chapters would further 

elucidate the theory that the use of Psalm 80 is emphasises the coming of the man at God’s right, 

and the fact that Judah and Benjamin have been dispersed like ten lost tribes of the psalm. 

 Gelston writes, ‘But the Lord’s interest in the imagery of the vine and the vineyard (Mark 

12.1—12, John 15.1—16) suggest that Psalm 80 as a whole may have been important in His own 

mind…’588 However, he offers nothing more substantial in his analysis of the potential influence 

of Psalm 80 on Mark 12, which does little to enhance the Psalm 80 theory.  Hultgren mentions 

Psalm 80:8—13 as vineyard imagery that was used in the Old Testament and rabbinic literature to 
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symbolise Israel.589 Like Gelston he provides no support for this hypothesis in his analysis of the 

text, adding little more to the discussion beyond acknowledging Psalm 80 may well have played 

an important role in the ‘Wicked Tenants’. 

 Streett offers a fuller treatment of the subject, arguing that Mark 12:1—12 may be 

dependent on Psalm 80:16b—17b for the murder of the vineyard owner’s son in the parable, while 

Psalm 80:17c was the basis for the destruction of the tenants.590 There is even a possibility of direct 

dependence from the sequence of Psalm 80 on Mark 12 in five stages.  First, the establishment of 

the vineyard occurs in Psalm 80:9—12 and Mark 12:1. Second, the culprits of the various passages 

commit misdeeds in Psalm 80:13—14 and Mark 12:1—5.  Third is the murder of the vineyard 

owner’s son in Psalm 80:16b—17b and Mark 12:6—8.  Fourth, the culprits are destroyed in Psalm 

80:17c and Mark 12:19. Finally, the son encounters a reversal in Psalm 80:18—19 where 

resurrection of the son is pleaded in similar fashion to the exaltation of the stone/son in Mark 

12:10—11.591 

 If Streett is correct this parable uses a psalm pleading for deliverance to explain that God 

is evicting the tenants making the plea.  The author of Psalm 80 pleads for Israel’s restoration, but 

the parable only promises to bring in new tenants, which will include the very Gentiles cast out to 

plant the vineyard.  If the son of Psalm 80 is the Davidic king, this ironic theme continues, as the 

son’s restoration is inexorably tied together with Israel in the psalm.  However, in the Wicked 

Tenants, the son is restored and continues but Israel is destroyed, meaning the fates of the two 

remain interlocked.  The psalmist had hoped the king’s strengthening would be Israel’s restoration, 

which was not how Jesus applied Psalm 80 in his teaching.   
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 Christians of the first century declared the Messiah had come, and forty years later an 

enormous number of his people were killed and the temple destroyed by Gentiles.  Jesus himself, 

in rebuking his own generation and pronouncing doom on them, could also use Psalm 80 to craft 

unique teachings of judgment steeped in this sense of irony to explain Israel’s destruction at the 

advent of the Messiah.  The proposed use of Psalm 80 in Matthew 25:31—46 follows a similar 

reasoning as will be seen in the next two chapters.   

John 15:1—8592 

The use of vineyard imagery in John 15 has garnered attention from scholars who see a 

possible influence of Psalm 80 in the passage.  Schweizer argues for a suggestive use of the 

Johannine Son of Man tradition in John 1:51, where the Son of Man takes the place of the patriarch 

Jacob and influences how ‘son’ in John 15 was understood by the author of John.593 Jacob’s God—

given name Israel represents the whole nation, which underlies the angelic ladder image.  

Schweizer believes the inclusion of ‘son’ in Psalm 80 was a scribal error, which led to the mistaken 

association of the ‘son’ and the ‘vine’.594 This error carried forward into John 15:1 where the vine 

and son are united.595 

 Dodd affirms Schweizer’s view that Psalm 80 underlies John 15, though Dodd does not 

postulate scribal error as a reason for associating the vine and the Son of Man.  Speaking of the 

dominance of the vine figure in John 15, a transition takes place in the allegory which speaks of 

the vine and its relationship to its branches.596 Vine imagery is frequently found in the Old 

                                                           
592 For additional pertinent literature see: M. Wagner, ‘Der Menschensohn des 80 Psalms’, TSK 104 (1932): 88—89; 
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595 E. Schweizer, ‘The Son of Man’, 126. 
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Testament for Israel, especially in Psalm 80 where the vine grew great branches.597 ‘In the LXX 

rendering it is even clearer than in the Hebrew that the Vine and the Son of Man are equivalent 

concepts (cf. verse 18), both standing for the people of God, exposed to death and destruction but 

saved by the hand of God, who raises them to life again…’598 

 Neither Schweizer nor Dodd develops their ideas with any depth, but their brief 

comparisons are sound, and the language between Psalm 80 and John 15 share much in common.  

Dodd’s appeal to the LXX demonstrates the shared verbal and thematic characteristics including 

the use of ἄμπελος and κλῆμα, while additionally sharing themes of cultivating the vine and caring 

for the growth of its branches.  Jesus’ reference to the branches in John 15 adds much credibility 

to this theory: the branches are significant to Psalm 80 and this is one New Testament passage with 

a fitting context that advances the importance of branches.   

 Barrett shares this view as the vine is a most prized plant and ‘represents the most 

privileged among nations and men.’599  This accords with the use of the vine is used in the Old 

Testament as seen in passages such Isaiah 5:1—7, Jeremiah 12:10—17, Ezekiel 15:1—8, and 

Psalm 80.9—16.600  Barrett notes the common theme in these passages of the favouritism of the 

pure and danger for the degenerate of Israel.  The connection of Jesus, as opposed to Israel, with 

the vine is drawn together from Psalm 80, where the vine and the Son of Man occur together.601  

 If Barrett’s theory that Psalm 80 was important for uniting the vine and the Son of Man is 

accurate, this is another example of Psalm 80 having a direct influence on Jesus’ thinking and 

teaching.  In fact, since the Son of Man is such a monumental aspect of Jesus’ preaching, any text 
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that directly influenced that thinking is a significant text.  It could further be argued, if Barrett is 

correct, that other Son of Man sayings were influenced by Psalm 80. 

Beasley—Murray pursues the issue similarly to Barrett by analyzing the same set of Old 

Testament vine passages (Hosea 10:1—2, Isaiah 5:1—7, Jeremiah 2:21, Ezekiel 15:1—5, and 

Psalm 80:8—18) that are used as a common image for Israel.602 He does, however, provide 

additional argumentation, specifically that every instance of Israel being compared to a vine or 

vineyard in the Old Testament occurs in the context of the nation coming under judgment for 

corruption.603  The overall point is different in the parable of the Wicked Tenants, but even here 

the representation is the same: Jesus is the true Vine and Israel has failed its calling.604 The Lord 

is a representative who rises in union with that new people, a theme that may find its precedent in 

Psalm 80:14—18 in the parallels of the man at the right and the raising of the Son of Man.605 

Beasley—Murray provides an important insight that unifies judgment with the vine.  

Whereas Barrett views the vine as the privileged, Beasley—Murray compares it to those under 

judgment.  Barrett is correct in the sense that Israel did have a place of privilege as God’s people, 

yet when they are compared to a vineyard or vine they are under judgment, giving the vine ominous 

connotations in the Old Testament.  Beasley—Murray provides important albeit brief treatment of 

the subject that highlights the ominous nature of vineyard imagery in the Old Testament.  Key in 

his assessment is the fact that Jesus is the true vine that will never be subject to destruction again 

following his resurrection.  Thus, it would seem that Israel no longer has the special status as God’s 

vine.  This was limited to only the Son of Man. 
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Whitacre basically describes John 15 as an allegory since all of the elements have 

significance.606  ‘The image of the vine, and the closely associated term vineyard, were commonly 

used throughout the Mediterranean world…Most significant for our passage is their frequent use 

in the Old Testament and in Judaism to symbolise Israel…’607 Whitacre mentions the presence of 

the golden vine on the temple mentioned by Josephus, and the vine’s representation of Israel on 

coins during the revolt of 66—70 CE.  The vine served as a symbol for Israel in this time, thus 

when Jesus calls himself the true vine, he is calling himself the true Israel.  Jesus as the true Israel 

develops the theme in John 8 where Jesus breaks with the temple and forms a renewed people in 

John 9.608 

Whitacre further explains that Jesus as the true vine is not a rejection of Judaism, rather the 

fulfillment of Judaism in the Messiah.  No longer is God affiliated with a particular nation, rather 

a particular man who is associated with Jew and gentile.  Likewise, the Promised Land is found 

spiritually in Jesus as the true vine, eliminating the existence of a specific divine territory.609 While 

this corporate significance is used throughout the Gospels in Jesus’ use of Son of Man, it is 

significant that the vine and the Son of Man are identified together in Psalm 80:14b—16.   

Whitacre’s synopsis of the vine issue in John 15 is a clear and thoughtful development of 

Psalm 80 in New Testament thinking Perhaps the one issue to query is if the shift to seeing Jesus 

as the new Israel is in fact, to some degree, a rejection of Judaism.  If Judaism is inextricably tied 

to Israel, it is difficult not to see some level of rejection involved in this transition from corporate 

to individual.  Whitacre may be avoiding that conclusion on the grounds that it may sound anti—
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Semitic.  However, such a conclusion need not be anti—Semitic if understanding that all Israelites 

are not condemned, rather they do not have a special privileged place in Jesus’ kingdom over the 

Gentiles. 

Evaluation 

Two principle conclusions from this chapter provide support for the proposed theory of 

Psalm 80’s influence on Matthew 25:31—46.  First, there is a solid foundation for the possibility 

of Psalm 80 as an influential text for Jesus and the gospel writers.  The progression of the psalm 

from its original composition, through the LXX, Dead Sea Scrolls, post 70 literature of the Liber 

Antiquitatum Biblicarum and 2 Baruch demonstrates a variety of uses for this text in diverse 

contexts.  Since this literature represents various communities in different times and locations that 

all support some use of Psalm 80, its potential as a first century source text is firmly established.   

Second, additional weight is added when recognizing the numerous ways Psalm 80 appears 

to have influenced the New Testament.  That fact that there are three different passages that may 

contain some level of influence from Psalm 80, is not a coincidence.  Many scholars have argued 

for influence from Psalm 80, whether through vine imagery, ‘son’ imagery or Son of Man imagery.  

By embracing the possibility that this unheralded psalm influenced Jesus and/or the gospel writers 

more commonly realised, a new door opens for better understanding of some essential themes in 

the New Testament. Attention will now turn to the Sheep and the Goats in order to postulate why 

there is a relationship between Matthew 25:31—46 and Psalm 80 
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Chapter Four  

The Textual Relationship of Psalm 80 and Matthew 25:31—46 

 

This chapter will detail the linguistic relationship between Psalm 80 and Matthew 25:31—46 to 

demonstrate the many points of textual commonality that exist between the passages.  Zechariah 

14, Ezekiel 34 and the Similitudes of Enoch are all proposed sources behind the Sheep and Goats.  

These three texts are briefly examined before detailing the textual relationship with Psalm 80.  

Brief exposition on the combination of terms in the Sheep and the Goats follows the thirteen—

point comparison between Matthew 25:31—46 and Psalm 80. 

Other Source Candidates for Matthew 25:31—46 

Zechariah 14 and Ezekiel 34 are two Old Testament passages that potentially influenced this 

teaching of Jesus, and the Similitudes of Enoch is a pseudepigraphical text that supposedly 

shaped the Sheep and the Goats.  The three texts are discussed in that order to examine the 

linguistic relationships before turning to Psalm 80. 

Zechariah 14 

Zechariah 14 is commonly cited as a background source text alluded to or echoed in 

Matthew 25:31—46 in secondary literature.610  There are two key points between the passages 

that could be indicative of textual borrowing.  The first is found in Zechariah 14:2 where God 

says, καὶ ἐπισυνάξω πάντα τὰ ἔθνη ἐπὶ Ιερουσαλημ εἰς πόλεμον, comparable to Matthew 25:32 

where it says of the Son of Man, καὶ συναχθήσονται ἔμπροσθεν αὐτοῦ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  Second, 

Zechariah 14:5 reads, καὶ ἥξει κύριος ὁ θεός μου καὶ πάντες οἱ ἅγιοι μετʼ αὐτοῦ, where Matthew 

                                                           
610 J. Nolland, Matthew, NIGTC, 1024; R.T. France, Matthew, NICNT, 960; D. Turner, Matthew, ECNT, 608; R. 

Gundry, Matthew, 511; D. Hagner, Matthew, WBC, 742; C. Keener, Matthew, 603; W.D. Davies & D. Allison, 

Saint Matthew: Vol III, ICC, 420; R. Gundry, Matthew, 511. 
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25:31 reads Ὅταν δὲ ἔλθῃ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐν τῇ δόξῃ αὐτοῦ καὶ πάντες οἱ ἄγγελοι μετʼ 

αὐτοῦ.   

Part of the allure of the Zechariah 14 theory is the location of the Olivet Discourse— the 

Mount of Olives— which plays a key role in Zechariah’s prophecy.  In the Zechariah prophecy 

God declares, καὶ στήσονται οἱ πόδες αὐτοῦ ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ ἐπὶ τὸ ὄρος τῶν ἐλαιῶν τὸ 

κατέναντι Ιερουσαλημ.  Mark has a more clearly defined relationship to this Zechariah passage 

as his version of the discourse reads, Καὶ καθημένου αὐτοῦ εἰς τὸ Ὄρος τῶν Ἐλαιῶν κατέναντι 

τοῦ ἱεροῦ (Mark 13:3).  Matthew has eliminated part of the verbal allusion to Zechariah 14 

where his text reads, Καθημένου δὲ αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τοῦ Ὄρους τῶν Ἐλαιῶν προσῆλθον αὐτῷ οἱ 

μαθηταὶ (24:3) while maintaining the setting from his Markan source.   

The day of the Lord is coming upon the Gentiles where Yahweh brings the Gentiles to 

Jerusalem to wage war against them (14:2).611  Yahweh returns to fight by Israel’s side and 

vanquish the Gentiles to restore Israel’s fortunes and establish his kingship over the earth.612  

There is an intimate relationship in this prophecy between the coming of Yahweh, the future 

hope of a restored kingship and the reestablishment of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.613  Mark 

may well have had the Jewish revolt of 66—73 in mind when he appealed to Zechariah 14 in 

setting the stage for the Olivet Discourse.614  Yet Matthew removes the allusion of Mark 13:3 to 

Zechariah 14, eliminating the most direct textual allusion. 

                                                           
611 M. Boda, The Book of Zechariah, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 441. 
612Compare Zechariah 14:3 with Deuteronomy 28:7; G. Goswell, ‘The Eschatology of Malachi after Zechariah 14’, 

JBL 132:3 (2013): 634. 
613 A. Petterson, Behold Your King: The Hope for the House of David in the Book of Zechariah (London: T&T 

Clark, 2009), 244.  
614 J. Marcus, ‘No More Zealots in the House of the Lord’, NT 55 (2013): 24.  
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Problematic to the Zechariah 14 theory is the promise that God will lead the fight against 

the Gentiles on Israel’s behalf.  Matthew depicts no future in which Yahweh comes to the 

defense of Israel by melting the flesh off of the Gentiles where they stand.615  On the contrary, 

Matthew’s Jesus envisions a future antithetical to the picture of Israelite victory in Zechariah 14.  

It is possible that Matthew is retelling the story of Zechariah 14 through a new paradigm, but the 

decisive nature of Israel’s victory strains the connection.  However, Psalm 80 portrays 

catastrophe and the yearning for deliverance amidst catastrophe, which never comes.     

Both Zechariah and Matthew picture a judgment and destruction of Jerusalem at the 

hands of Gentiles, but the future of Israel takes notably different directions from this point.  

Zechariah envisions Yahweh coming to battle by Israel’s side to vanquish the Gentiles, with 

Judah playing a key role in winning the war (14:14).616  Matthew portrays a scene in which the 

Gentiles are gathered for judgment based on their treatment of ‘the least of my brothers’.617  

Zechariah envisions a powerful future for Jerusalem where Gentiles will do pilgrimage to 

worship at the temple or face reprisals.  Matthew offers no indication of a future where the 

temple will be the centre of worship.  On the contrary, Jesus’ last command to the disciples is to 

leave the Promised Land to preach to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  

Matthew does not present a vision of Gentiles being brought under the sovereignty of an 

earthly Jewish kingdom, though they will be under the authority of a heavenly Jewish king.  

There is also no expectation in Matthew that the Romans will have their flesh melted off of their 

bones for what has occurred in Israel.  Matthew’s Jesus presents a future devoid of privilege for 

                                                           
615 To be discussed further below. 
616 M. Boda, Zechariah, 453—454. 
617 Will be discussed in chapter five. 
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Israel, as God can bring descendants of Abraham from even the stones.  The synagogue stands in 

contrast to the church and the lost sheep of the house of Israel give way to sheep found amongst 

the Gentiles.  

As for the common verbiage between the two passages, it should first be acknowledged 

that there are many more verbal parallels between Psalm 79 LXX and Matthew 25:31—46 than 

can be claimed in Zechariah 14 LXX.  Secondly, Matthew’s use of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη can be 

accounted for from its appearance in Daniel 7:14 LXX, and Daniel is universally accepted as a 

source for Jesus and Matthew.  The use of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη is accounted for in the Old Greek of 

Daniel 7 that has several parallels in Matthew’s gospel.618   

One interesting comparison is Matthew’s καὶ πάντες οἱ ἄγγελοι μετʼ αὐτοῦ, which 

corresponds to Zechariah’s καὶ πάντες οἱ ἅγιοι μετʼ αὐτοῦ. Though the verbiage is not identical, 

the association of οἱ ἅγιοι as οἱ ἄγγελοι is well within typical interpretative boundaries.  

However, Daniel 7 also includes both the concept of an angelic court (7:10) and ‘holy ones’ or 

‘saints’ (7:18; 7:22) in the vision.  In 7:18 the text says, παραλήψονται τὴν βασιλείαν ἅγιοι 

ὑψίστου, while in 7:22 text states, ἐδόθη καὶ τὸ βασίλειον κατέσχον οἱ ἅγιοι. The ‘holy ones’ in 

Daniel are those who inherit the kingdom of God, directly associated in the interpretation as 

being represented by the Son of Man.  Therefore, the Zechariah 14 verbiage is similar, but the 

likeliest source of that verbiage in Matthew 25:31—46 is not Zechariah, rather it is Mark. 

Mark 13:27 describes the coming Son of Man with the description καὶ τότε ἀποστελεῖ 

τοὺς ἀγγέλους καὶ ἐπισυνάξει τοὺς ἐκλεκτοὺς.  Matthew has redacted the Markan material to 

read καὶ ἀποστελεῖ τοὺς ἀγγέλους αὐτοῦ μετὰ σάλπιγγος μεγάλης (Matthew 24:31), partially 

                                                           
618 H.D. Zacharias, ‘Old Greek Daniel 7:13—14 and Matthew’s Son of Man’, BBR 21:1 (2011): 463—464. 
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conflating the roles of God and Son of Man.  This redactional perspective is consistently 

maintained when reading 25:31, ἔλθῃ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐν τῇ δόξῃ αὐτοῦ καὶ πάντες οἱ 

ἄγγελοι μετʼ αὐτοῦ.  The angels now belong to the Son of Man, and those angels accompany him 

in this scene of judgment.   

After considering the contrary visions of Israel’s future between Matthew 25:31—46 and 

Zechariah 14, comparing the amount of common verbiage between these passages and 

acknowledging the language Matthew could directly borrow from his established sources, Psalm 

80 has a stronger case as a source than Zechariah 14.  Thematically the psalm fits better with the 

situation facing Israel in a post—70 world, blends more naturally with Daniel 7 and leads the 

reader of Matthew’s time to consider what happens when the Gentiles ‘win’.  Though Zechariah 

14 is widely accepted as part of the background for the Sheep and Goats, it is not the most 

probable choice as a source.  

Ezekiel 34 

Ezekiel 34 has been the subject of attention for scholarly interpretation of Matthew 

25:31—46, particularly as it relates to the role of shepherds, sheep and the division of the 

livestock in 34:17, 20.619  Heil goes so far to say that Ezekiel 34 contains all of the semantics 

needed to fully appreciate the Matthean shepherd metaphor.620  The Ezekiel prophecy indicts 

Israel’s failed leaders who have neglected Israel in order to tend to their own needs.  ‘Shepherd’ 

is a common designation for kings in the ancient Near East, and the parallels between Ezekiel 34 

                                                           
619D. Hagner, Matthew, WBC, 743; W.D. Davies & D. Allison, Saint Matthew: Vol III, ICC, 423; R. Gundry, 

Matthew, 512; J. Nolland, Matthew NIGTC, 1025; R.T. France, Matthew NICNT, 961; C. Bomberg, Matthew, NAC, 

376.   
620 J.P. Heil, ‘Ezekiel 34 and the Narrative Strategy of the Shepherd and Sheep Metaphor in Matthew’, CBQ 55:4 

(1993): Accessed from EBSCO HTML Version, which contains no pagination. 
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and Jeremiah 23:1—2 may bring the last major kings of Judah to mind.621  Both the kings of 

Judah and broader leadership are possible options for this indictment.  The promise of a new 

Davidic king highlights the failure of Israel’s royalty, though a broader core of leadership 

beyond just a single sitting monarch is intended.622   Judgment is looming for the 

leaders/shepherds who are to be usurped by the royal Davidic shepherd.623   

 Judgment on the leaders of Israel is the beginning of Ezekiel’s restoration oracles in 

chapters 34—38 as the prophet challenges the cynicism of the exiles, reminding them of the 

irrevocable covenant.624  Ezekiel 34 is an oracle of encouragement in which God will shepherd 

Israel back into the Promised Land and establish the throne of David, which may be messianic, 

though it directly appeals to kingship.625 

As a potential source text Ezekiel 34 has some intriguing parallels with the Sheep and the 

Goats.  Ezekiel 34 is an indictment against the shepherds of Israel for their treatment of the sheep 

under their charge.626  The shepherd/sheep metaphor runs through the entirety of the passage, 

serving as a more significant image than seen in Matthew 25:31—46.  The leaders of Israel have 

failed the people in several respects: They have fed themselves but not the sheep; they have not 

sought the stray sheep; they have not aided the sick sheep, they have not defended the sheep and 

they have tried to devour the sheep.  In light of these many failures, God will intervene on behalf 

                                                           
621 L.C. Allen, Ezekiel 20—48, WBC (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1990), 161. 
622 K.P. Darr, ‘The Book of Ezekiel’, in The New Interpreter’s Bible: Volume VI (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 1463. 
623 N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory God, 645. 
624 D.I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25—48, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 270—271. 
625 R. Alexander, ‘Ezekiel’, in G. Gaebelein, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Volume 6 (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1986), 913—914. 
626 W. Baxter, ‘Healing and the “Son of David”: Matthew’s Warrant’, NT 48:1 (2006): 42. 
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of the sheep, taking over the shepherding roles and eventually placing a Davidic shepherd over 

them.627 

Most of the attention has been paid to the process of separation in Ezekiel 34:17, Ἰδοὺ 

ἐγὼ διακρινῶ ἀνὰ μέσον προβάτου καὶ προβάτου, κριῶν καὶ τράγων in comparison to Matthew 

25:32, καὶ ἀφορίσει αὐτοὺς ἀπʼ ἀλλήλων, ὥσπερ ὁ ποιμὴν ἀφορίζει τὰ πρόβατα ἀπὸ τῶν 

ἐρίφων.628  Both passages contain common themes of separating of livestock and a royal 

shepherd, though Ezekiel 34 does not depict the Davidic shepherd as divine, contrasting with the 

royal shepherd in Matthew 25.  The shepherds have clothed themselves (τὰ ἔρια περιβάλλεσθε); 

they have not cared for the weak (τὸ ἠσθενηκὸς οὐκ ἐνισχύσατε) and they have not fed the sheep 

(τὰ πρόβατά μου οὐ βόσκετε).629  Similarly, the criteria of judgment in Matthew 25:31—46 

requires that πάντα τὰ ἔθνη clothe the Son of Man (γυμνὸς καὶ περιεβάλετέ με), care for him in 

sickness (ἠσθένησα καὶ ἐπεσκέψασθέ με) and feed him in hunger (ἠσθένησα καὶ ἐπεσκέψασθέ 

με).630  While the passages share these common themes, there are notable differences as well.  

Ezekiel claims the shepherds are condemned for their treatment of the sheep of Israel, 

while the sheep in Matthew as πάντα τὰ ἔθνη being judged on their treatment of the Son of Man, 

vicariously through ἑνὶ τούτων τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων.631  Ezekiel 34 envisions a 

return from exile in which Israel is pulled from the grip of the Gentiles and returned to their 

home in Israel, a peaceful home (34:13).  However, the Sheep and the Goats envisions a positive 

future for obedient Gentiles, one unconcerned with Israel’s return from exile.  There is also the 

                                                           
627 J. Olley, Ezekiel: A Commentary Based on Iezekiel in Codex Vaticanus, SCS (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 468. 
628 D. Hagner, Matthew, WBC, 743; W.D. Davies & D. Allison, Saint Matthew: Vol III, ICC, 423; R. Gundry, 

Matthew, 512; J. Nolland, Matthew, NIGTC, 1025; R.T. France, Matthew, NICNT, 961; C. Bomberg, Matthew, 

NAC, 376. 
629 See Ezekiel 34:3 for clothing, 34:4 about caring for the weak, and 34:3 for feeding. 
630 See Matthew 25:36 for clothing and caring for the sick, and 25:35 for feeding.  
631 The meaning of ‘the least’ will be addressed in detail below. 
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mutual use of ‘Son of Man’ in the two passages, though the two are completely different.  

Ezekiel is the ‘son of man’ or ‘mortal’ in contrast to God, whereas in Matthew Jesus is the divine 

‘Son of Man’, the shepherd—king.  

The Ezekiel passage is preoccupied with the leadership of the nation and the oppression 

those leaders have brought on Israel.632  Yahweh’s shepherds have failed Israel; thus he deposes 

the shepherds to give Israel a new Davidic shepherd and a bright future.633   Part of the appeal to 

Ezekiel 34 is the indictment of Israel’s leaders, presumably echoed in Matthew 21:33—45 where 

Jesus declares kingdom of God is being taken from those leaders.634  Problematic to this view is 

Matthew 21:33—45 does not indict Israel’s leaders, it is an indictment of Israel.  The leaders do 

not lose control of the vineyard, Israel loses the vineyard.635    

Ezekiel 34 shares more in common with Matthew 25:31—46 than Zechariah 14 in terms 

of verbiage, but functionally it shares several of the same problems encountered in Zechariah.  

Ezekiel envisions a glorious return from exile that is nowhere found in Matthew.  Neither does 

the Sheep and the Goats present an indictment against Israel’s failed leadership, nor does Israel 

have a place of prominence in the Matthean passage.  The division of the livestock is the most 

intriguing connection between the passages, though it is appropriated in different ways.  

Ezekiel’s preoccupancy with the sheep/shepherd metaphor is not shared in Matthew 25:31—46, 

where it is a brief simile, comparable to Psalm 80.  Additionally, the language of feeding and 

care can also be accounted for in Psalm 80. 

                                                           
632 J. Olley, Ezekiel, 468. 
633 K. Wong, The Idea of Retribution in the Book of Ezekiel (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 226. 
634 W. Baxter, ‘Healing’, 43. 
635 To be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Both Ezekiel 34 and Zechariah 14 have common language with the Sheep and the Goats, 

but they both prophesy a glorious future for Israel not found in Matthew.  Contrary to this, Psalm 

80 has a strikingly different tone than either passage as a psalm of Israel concerning Assyria.  

The psalmist beseeches God as shepherd to deliver Israel from the Gentiles, a delivery which 

would not come.  Yahweh would not stop Assyria from destroying the north, as Israel’s 

unfaithfulness led to its doom.  Matthew sees a new significance in this psalm, which invokes 

Yahweh’s place on his sanctuary throne, as Israel has yet again been destroyed, indicative of the 

completion of the house of Israel’s displacement.   

This notion of the psalmist beseeching God in a prayer that goes unanswered as Assyria 

continued its advancement makes the psalm a more viable option than either Ezekiel 34 and 

Zechariah 14.  When the glorious hoped—for future does not come, the answer can be found in 

the past when Israel was met with destruction.  The sense of totality that can then be drawn when 

envisioning the two events side by side makes Psalm 80 more compelling.  The Jews would 

return from Babylonian exile, but the Israelites remain lost at the hands of Assyria.  The Sheep 

and the Goats brings the reader into the difficult situation of seeing Israel’s shepherd no longer 

tending to Israel as his sheep, rather πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  The sheep are also not being judged on how 

they have treated Israel, another departure from Zechariah and Ezekiel.   

Psalm 80 is a reminder of the worst—case scenario: the ten tribes of Israel losing their 

heritage as God’s people.  This form of tragedy echoes deeply in Matthew where Israel as a lost 

house is met with portents of doom, and another people group receives control of Yahweh’s 

magnificent vineyard.  These important themes, in addition to the several linguistic agreements 

between Psalm 80 and Matthew 25:31—46, make a compelling case for Psalm 80 as a primary 
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source over Ezekiel 34 and Zechariah 14.  When further consideration is given to the way in 

which Psalm 80 fits well in many respects with Daniel 7, it makes the case for the psalm even 

stronger.  

A further advantage to Psalm 80 in Matthew 25:31—46 is the echo of themes from the 

psalm found in the narrative leading up to and after the Olivet Discourse.  The presence of the 

vineyard, and the Son of Man at the right hand of power are pivotal sections in Matthew that 

thematically connect with Psalm 80 in a way they do not with either Zechariah 14 or Ezekiel 34.  

These advantages offer further credibility to the Psalm 80 proposal to be detailed below.636 

Similitudes of Enoch 62 

Another line of thinking argues that the Sheep and the Goats demonstrates a familiarity 

with the Similitudes of Enoch 62.  Ladd writes, ‘The unique feature of this book is the means by 

which the kingdom comes: by the agency of a heavenly Son of Man, who is also called the Elect 

One.  The two names or expressions are used quite interchangeably.’637 The Son of Man’s 

presence as an agent of final judgment in the Similitudes has been contrasted with the Sheep and 

the Goats as several scholars see comparable descriptions between the two texts. 

Catchpole examines redactional patterns in Matthew based on comparative readings of 

Mark and Q with an emphasis on the Son of Man’s enthronement.  He determines that the Son of 

Man in Matthew 25:31 ‘shows every sign of being non—Matthean and pre—Matthean.’638  

Having reached this conclusion Catchpole turns his attention to finding a pre—Matthean 

                                                           
636 This is detailed in the next chapter. 
637 G. Ladd, ‘Part 4: The Kingdom of God in 1 Enoch’, 38. 
638 D. Catchpole, ‘The Poor on Earth and the Son of Man in Heaven: A Re—appraisal of Matthew XXV 31—46’, 

BJRL 61:2 (1979): 387. 
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enthroned Son of Man figure.  He concludes that the Son of Man in the Sheep and the Goats is 

‘highly reminiscent’ of the Similitudes 62—63.639  Among the parallels, Catchpole identifies 

between the Sheep and the Goats and the Similitudes are the Son of Man being enthroned in 

glory, the judgment assembly being divided into two groups with one being the ‘righteous’, 

eternal separation or eternal life and both texts maintaining God as the ultimate judge.  He tries 

to draw parallels to some pre—existent tradition while ignoring the obvious conclusion that the 

book of Daniel is the common text.   

Daniel 7 is the uncontested common denominator between the texts, as themes from 

Daniel are evident in the Similitudes 52:6, 54:6, 58:2—3, 60:2—6, and the tradition in the 

canonical gospels.  Catchpole draws attention to the response of those being judged in Matthew 

that say πότε σε εἴδομεν on four occasions.  He claims their inability to recognise the Son of Man 

indicates he is not an earthly figure, rather an exclusively heavenly figure.640  ‘This means that 

Matthew and the Similitudes incorporate in identical fashion the Daniel vii scheme in which the 

“one like a son of man” is an exclusively heavenly figure belonging, as it were, on the upper 

level of the apocalyptic double—decker framework.’641   

Catchpole validates this view by claiming that Matthew’s Son of Man is an earthly 

figure, while the non—Matthean Son of Man is the heavenly figure.642  However, the Sheep and 

the Goats is M material as part of Matthew’s larger narrative that presents Jesus as both an 

earthly and a heavenly figure.  Matthew’s Jesus promises his disciples thrones that they will sit 

on while helping him judge the twelve tribes of Israel (19:28), then also describing the Son of 

                                                           
639 D. Catchpole, ‘The Poor on Earth’, 379. 
640 D. Catchpole, ‘The Poor on Earth’, 381. 
641 D. Catchpole, ‘The Poor on Earth’, 381. 
642 D. Catchpole, ‘The Poor on Earth’, 385. 
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Man’s coming humiliation and death (20:18—19).  To call Matthew’s Jesus an exclusively 

earthly figure is not true to the fullness of his narrative.  Matthew’s heavenly Son of Man is the 

same figure found in 24:30 and 26:64, both sections coming from his Markan source (Mark 

13:26 and 14:62).   Further, the failure to recognise Jesus during the judgment is not due to their 

inability to identify the heavenly Son of Man, it is because actions done to the least are 

vicariously done to Jesus, who is no longer an earthly figure.  The Similitudes and Matthew do 

not use Daniel 7 in the exact same manner. 

Davila argues for a broad spectrum of connection between the Similitudes, 4 Ezra, the 

Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum and Revelation, though he is unsure if the Similitudes influenced 

these texts or if it was the other way around.  He claims that the Sheep and the Goats is 

dependent on the Similitudes because the Son of Man is on a throne of glory making eternal 

judgment in the presence of the angels, which Davila says is, ‘a complex of ideas found 

elsewhere only in the Similitudes’.643  He qualifies this statement with an addendum that ‘the 

parallels are conceptual and involve no verbal quotations and could be debated’.644  Davila 

continues his assessment by acknowledging that the Similitudes’ lack of interest in Torah 

observance, the temple cult, Jewish ethnic identity and the internal eschatology is difficult to 

reconcile with Christianity.645  

Davila’s conclusion appears to be based exclusively on the Son of Man’s glorious 

enthronement, which he postulates can only come from Matthew using the Similitudes.  This 

singular common thread strains the credibility of dependence, particularly considering Davila’s 

                                                           
643 J. Davila, The Provenance of the Pseudepigrapha: Jewish, Christian, or other? (Boston: Brill, 2005), 133.  
644 J. Davila, The Provenance of the Pseudepigrapha, 133. 
645 J. Davila, The Provenance of the Pseudepigrapha, 133—134. 
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acknowledgment that the texts do not share common eschatology, nor does the Similitudes 

engage in matters of national identity or focus on the law.646  Davila also fails to recognise the 

potential of Daniel 7 as the common text by which both the Similitudes and Matthew come to see 

the Son of Man as a gloriously enthroned being.   

An ancient or modern reader may conclude that Daniel’s Son of Man receives a throne 

for a variety of reasons.  First, there are ‘thrones’ present when the Ancient of Days arrives for 

the judgment (Daniel 7:9).  Second, it has been demonstrated that the Son of Man represents the 

kingdom of God, but the figure underwent various exegetical developments in texts such as 

Matthew, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch.  An interpreter from the first century CE who had messianised 

Daniel 7 may conclude one of the thrones was for the Messiah.  Kings sit on thrones, thus a 

throne next to the Ancient of Days is a natural place for the Jewish king in such a reading.647   

Beyond this possible common reading, there is the Old Greek version of Daniel 7:13 that 

translates the Aramaic καὶ ὡς παλαιὸς ἡμερῶν παρῆν, rather than the Theodotion text that reads 

καὶ ἕως τοῦ παλαιοῦ τῶν ἡμερῶν ἔφθασεν.  The difference between the Son of Man being ὡς the 

Ancient of Days and ἕως the Ancient of Days is substantial as the Old Greek version merges the 

two figures together.648  There is an overall lack of common material between Matthew and the 

Similitudes, while Daniel 7 is an established common variable between the texts that can readily 

explain the familiar material between the texts. 

Hare writes, ‘There is nothing in the verse (62:1) or its context that suggests the 

improbable notion that those being judged are being asked to recognize those that have injured 

                                                           
646 Both of these elements are important to Matthew and will be addressed below. 
647 M. Shepherd, ‘Daniel 7:13’, 100. 
648 H. Zacharias, ‘Old Greek Daniel 7:13—14 and Matthew’s Son of Man’, BBR 21:4 (2011): 453—454.   
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the person of the heavenly judge.’649  Matthew 25:31 could at no point have referred to an 

exclusively heavenly figure, nor is there adequate information to postulate a pre—

Matthean/non—Matthean understanding of the Son of Man in Matthew.650  The Son of Man in 

the Sheep and the Goats does not suddenly become a different Son of Man than the one Matthew 

has written about through the entirety of his gospel.  Matthew’s Son of Man is not an exclusively 

heavenly figure; he is a multi—dimensional being that is both poor earthly Messiah and exalted 

judge. Similarities between the texts reflect their independent use of Daniel 7, not Matthew’s 

dependence on the Similitudes. 

Classifying Matthew 25:31—46 

Before examining the meaning of the intertextual relationship just described, clarification 

is needed on whether the Sheep and the Goats is a parable. The Greek parabole and its Hebrew 

and Aramaic counterparts (mashal/mathla) were broad terms in the first century CE used in a 

variety of pictorial sayings and stories.651  A mashal can include proverbs, riddles, anecdotes, 

fables and allegories among its many uses.652  Young describes the Jesus of the synoptic gospels 

as one who uses word pictures like miniature plays to illustrate reality through instructive 

comparison.653 Daily life and ordinariness are transformed by a surprising twist where the 

physical world allows a glimpse into the spiritual.654 

                                                           
D. Hare, The Son of Man Tradition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 176. Hare makes these comments 

specifically about the work of Nickelsburg and Catchpole, both of whom establish the core arguments that have 

formed the foundation for the SE dependence theory. 
650D. Hare, The Son of Man Tradition, 178. 
651 D. Wenham, The Parables of Jesus (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1989), 12. 
652 B. Young, The Parables (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1998), 3. 
653 B. Young, The Parables, 3—4. 
654 B. Young, The Parables, 4. 



184 
 
 

 The Sheep and the Goats may qualify as a parable in the broadest sense of the word 

because it contains the simile of a shepherd separating sheep and goats.  Yet Hultgren states, 

‘The unit is not truly a parable.  It is actually an apocalyptic discourse with a parabolic element 

in 25:32b—33 – the simile of a shepherd separating the sheep from the goats.’655  Matthew 

25:31—46 is not an apocalyptic discourse as defined in chapter two.  The passage is describing a 

cataclysmic eschatological event, but that does not make it a parable.   

Blomberg rejects the use of parable for the Sheep and the Goats stating that the presence 

of a simile in verse 32, and the metaphor of sheep and goats, are the only two reasons this 

passage has been classified as a parable.656  Jesus tells the disciples in Matthew 18 to treat an 

obstinate brother who refuses to repent for wronging another [ὥσπερ] as a gentile or a tax—

collector in the same comparative manner found in 25:32, yet scholars do not deem Matthew 

18:15—20 parabolic.  Throughout the gospel, Jesus’ parables consistently tell stories of various 

lengths that contain a spiritual truth and often use a phrase like ὁμοία ἐστὶν ἡ βασιλεία τῶν 

οὐρανῶν, though not exclusively.657  This formula is found in 25:1 with the parable of the ten 

virgins, though it is absent from the parable of the talents in 25:14—30.  Both represent clear 

examples of classic parabolic storytelling and both occur directly before the Sheep and the 

Goats. 

Matthew 25:31—46 does not contain any form of parabolic introduction, nor does the 

‘parabolic element’ tell any kind of story.  The coming Son of Man is part of the direct narrative 

of the Olivet Discourse, not a comparison to the kingdom; it is the event in question.  Jesus does 

                                                           
655 A. Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus, 310. 
656 C. Blomberg, Matthew, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1992), 375. 
657 Matthew 13:24, 31, 44, 45, 47 are examples of this parabolic introduction. 
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not tell a story that he then relates back to the coming Son of Man as he did in Matthew 13 with 

the tares and wheat.  This passage is not a parable in the way Jesus commonly tells parables.  A 

more accurate description of the Sheep and the Goats is a ‘prophetic oracle’ that describes the 

new covenant for Israel, the Gentiles and the disciples, by telling a story through scripture.   

Matthew 25:31—46 amalgamates Psalm 80 and Daniel 7 to demonstrate the long—term 

result of Israel’s infidelity after rejecting the messianic Son of Man.  The Sheep and the Goats is 

the conclusion of a discourse about the end of Israel’s covenant with God, not one about the end 

of the space—time continuum.  Jerusalem’s destruction is the sign of the Son of Man’s 

enthronement and the validation of the vineyard’s new tenants.  This is a new vision of the world 

for a community living in the wake of the Son of Man’s victory that involved a cataclysmic 

eschatological event, which altered the landscape of Yahweh’s kingdom. 

Literary Influence of Psalm 79 LXX on the Imagery of Matthew 25:31—46 

‘Over one—third of the 360 Old Testament quotations in the New Testament comes from the 

psalms.’658  Christian communities embraced the psalms with as prophetic with Royal Psalms 

and Laments Psalms both readily contributing to Jesus’ story.659 Matthew frequently appeals to 

the psalms as a source of citations and allusions.  Menken acknowledges fifteen psalm quotations 

in Matthew; seven borrowed from Mark, four from Q and three special M.660  The seven psalm 

quotations imported from Mark are: Psalms 118:25—26; 118:22—23; 110:1; 22:19; 22:2.  The 

four Q quotations are: Psalms 91:11—12; 6:9; 104:12; 118:26.  The three Matthean psalm quotes 

are: 78:2; 62:13; 22:9.661  Novum Testamentum 28 documents potential allusions in addition to 

                                                           
658 S.E. Gillingham, The Psalms through the Centuries: Volume One (Malden: Blackwell, 2008), 14. 
659 C. Evans, ‘Praise and Prophecy in the Psalter and in the New Testament’, in P.W. Flint & P.D. Miller, eds., The 

Book of Psalms: Composition and Reception (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 551. 
660M. Menken, ‘The Psalms’, 62.   
661 M. Menken, ‘The Psalms’, 62. 
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direct citations. Contrary to Menken, the Novum Testamentum lists thirteen citations as they 

exclude Psalm 103:12 LXX as a quotation in Matthew 13:32, as well as Psalm 110:1 quoted in 

Matthew 26:64.662  In addition to the quotations, there are approximately seventy allusions to 

different psalms according to the Novum Testamentum committee.   

 Matthew’s use of the psalms is both didactic and prophetic as he cites Psalm 78:2 as a 

fulfillment of prophecy in Matthew 13:34.663  Jesus delivers parables to the crowd leading to the 

prophetic fulfillment citation in 13:34, a quote from a psalm of Asaph, before explaining the 

parable of the ‘Wheat and the Tares’.  The explanation for the Wheat and the Tares has several 

parallels to the Sheep and the Goats, and the whole of the Olivet Discourse.  Both passages 

address the Son of Man and his angels (25:31), the burning fire (25:41), the end of the age (24:3) 

and lawlessness (24:12).  The Wheat and the Tares, its explanation and the Sheep and the Goats 

are unique Matthean passages, as is Matthew’s citation of Psalm 78 as a prophetic utterance.  

Psalms 78 and 80 are both psalms of Asaph, which stands to reason that if Matthew incorporates 

an Asaphite psalm into the Wheat and the Tares, he may have incorporated another Asaphite 

psalm into the sister passage, the Sheep and the Goats. 

 Matthew 25:31—46 is a complex picture of judgment that uses a variety of titles and 

images to describe a moment when the coming Son of Man will engage in a process of 

separating the obedient from the disobedient.  A significant factor contributing to the complexity 

of the Sheep and the Goats is the combination of titles describing Jesus, the images used to 

describe the faithful and the unfaithful and the criteria of judgment.  There are several key 

questions to consider when engaging the Sheep and the Goats: Why is Jesus described as ὁ υἱὸς 

                                                           
662 All citation and allusion information taken from martin analysis of the NA 28.  
663S.E. Gillingham, The Psalms, 17.   
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τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, ὁ ποιμὴν, ὁ βασιλεὺς and κύριος all in the same passage?  What is the intended 

meaning of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη and why are they subjected to this distinct standard of judgment?  

Why are the faithful called πρόβατα being placed at the right and the unfaithful called ἐρίφων 

being placed on the left? 

 Psalm 80, or more specifically Psalm 79 LXX bears a strong linguistic resemblance to the 

Sheep and the Goats that can be used to explain the unique collection of terms and images 

present in this Matthean story.   Scholarly assessments of the Sheep and the Goats frequently 

ignore the collection of titles used of Jesus in the passage, or they comment on the imagery 

without giving significant treatment to the possibility of a primary source behind the titles. 

 Several scholars focus their efforts on forcing the Sheep and the Goats into a systematic 

eschatology, ignoring the unique collection of titles and images present.  Broadus, for example 

writes, ‘The reference to the destruction of Jerusalem, with which this great discourse began, has 

now passed out of sight, and we think only of the final coming of Christ.’664  Broadus uses a 

dismissive approach towards Jerusalem’s fall as a means of making the Sheep and the Goats 

another world—ending eschatological judgment passage with little consideration given to the 

titles and images present.  Hendriksen devotes his coverage to arguments surrounding the 

necessity of a final judgment for survivors on earth at the second coming, and Jesus’ public 

vindication to the world.665  Hendriksen then moves from book to book in the Bible to conform 

the Sheep and the Goats to a systematic scheme of why this passage addresses the judgment of 

the angels and the nature of the sins of the wicked as sins of neglect (which means they are sins 

                                                           
664 J. Broadus, Matthew, 507. 
665 W. Hendriksen, Matthew, NTC (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1973), 887. 
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of unbelief towards the Son of Man). 666  Without specifically stating it, his view on the criteria 

of judgment is a clear effort to conform the Sheep and the Goats to his understanding of Pauline 

thought.  While he cites verses from all over the Bible, he never gives strong consideration to the 

purpose of these titles and images.   

 Turner identifies the Sheep and the Goats as a parable and adopts the view that this is the 

final judgment of all humanity, but ‘the least’ are Christians in general or Christian 

missionaries.667  True faith of the individuals is tested by their help for fellow believers, while 

those who demonstrate no such hospitality are not true followers.  Turner is quick to address the 

notion that believers are surprised by the positive verdict, stating that they are rather surprised 

that they helped the sovereign Lord when they helped the needy, which can also be used to 

eliminate a possible conflict with his understanding of Pauline salvation through faith.668  His 

writing maintains a stronger inter—textual analysis, but it offers essentially no consideration of 

the images present, beyond simply labeling the Sheep and the Goats a parable. 

 In contrast to Turner, Blomberg denies the parable label, limiting the presence of 

shepherd to a simile and sheep and goats to metaphor.669  He further attributes the metaphor to 

Ezekiel 34:17—19 as a typical expression of Palestinian life with sheep’s wool being more 

valuable than goat’s wool.  Blomberg then refers to Jesus as the king and Son of Man without 

setting out any commentary on the two titles and moving on to the identity of ‘the least of the 

brothers’.670  Though Blomberg analyses the Sheep and the Goats more within the confines of 

                                                           
666 W. Hendriksen Matthew, 889—891. 
667 D. Turner, Matthew, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 605.   
668 D. Turner, Matthew, 605. 
669 C. Blomberg, Matthew, NACC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1992), 375. 
670 C. Blomberg, Matthew, 377. 



189 
 
 

Matthew, he does not devote space to a thorough analysis of the images, opting instead to brush 

over the Son of Man and king titles. 

 The combination of king with the figure of the coming Son of Man is unusual; Luz 

acknowledges this surprising combination yet omits consideration of how it came about.671  By 

amalgamating Daniel 7 and Psalm 80, a coming royal Son of Man emerges in the Sheep and the 

Goats.  Matthew does not quote Psalm 79 LXX in the Sheep and the Goats, rather he echoes the 

psalm in this passage and others throughout Matthew.  Echoes are required to meet standards of 

volume, recurrence or thematic coherence in the narrative.  What follows are arguments for the 

influence of Psalm 79 LXX on the Sheep and the Goats as an echo with repeated influence in the 

narrative.  This echoing accords with the established methodological standards, indicating the 

presence of a scriptural echo in the Sheep and the Goats.   

Textual Relationship 

A comparative analysis of Matthew 25:31—46 and Psalm 79 LXX reveals that there are 

no fewer than thirteen verbal points between the passages.  The common points will be presented 

first, with the rest of the chapter discussing the thematic similarities found between Matthew’s 

narrative and Psalm 79 LXX.  The comparisons will follow the structural order of the Sheep and 

the Goats, tracing corresponding elements from Psalm 79 LXX through the progression of 

Matthew 25:31—46.   

 The first common point is found in 25:31 where the stage for the judgment is set with the 

coming of the Son of Man: Ὅταν δὲ ἔλθῃ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐν τῇ δόξῃ αὐτοῦ.  There are two 

corresponding verses in Psalm 79:16 and 18, which form a parallelism in the psalm.  In 79:16 the 

                                                           
671 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 534. 
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text says καὶ κατάρτισαι αὐτήν, ἣν ἐφύτευσεν ἡ δεξιά σου, καὶ ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου, ὃν 

ἐκραταίωσας σεαυτῷ.  The psalmist beseeches God’s favour on the Son of Man, the king of 

Israel, as the fate of Israel and the Son of Man are interconnected in the psalm.  The parallel 

verse then reads: γενηθήτω ἡ χείρ σου ἐπʼ ἄνδρα δεξιᾶς σου καὶ ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου.  This 

parallelism establishes a connection between the Son of Man at God’s right, and the psalmist’s 

desire to see Israel once again in the place of honour at the right.  

 

The second common motif also appears in Matthew 25:31 after the Son of Man comes in 

glory with all his angels.  The Son of Man is described in glorious, royal language, τότε καθίσει 

ἐπὶ θρόνου δόξης αὐτοῦ.  The psalmist in 79:2 beseeches God as ὁ καθήμενος ἐπὶ τῶν χερουβιν.  

The throne is a direct reference to God sitting on the cherubim in the sanctuary of the temple (1 

Kings 6:23—28).  Jesus may have also thought of the Ark of the Covenant and the ‘mercy seat’ 

(τῶν κλιτῶν τοῦ ἱλαστηρίου) described in Exodus 25:10—22 when using this psalm.672  God as 

the shepherd and the exalted Son of Man both occupy a glorious and heavenly throne. 

                                                           
672 The fact that the ark was associated with the temple was not lost on Matthew as will be discussed in the 

commentary after the linguistic relationship is fully explained.   
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Third, in Matthew 25:32 following the Son of Man sitting on his throne, his first action is 

as follows: καὶ συναχθήσονται ἔμπροσθεν αὐτοῦ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  For the psalmist, following the 

initial invocation to God for help, he transitions in verse 9 to recalling God’s work in bringing 

Israel out of Egypt.  Psalm 79:9 states, ἄμπελον ἐξ Αἰγύπτου μετῆρας, ἐξέβαλες ἔθνη καὶ 

κατεφύτευσας αὐτήν.  Whereas the psalmist recounts to God that he cast out the ἒθνος to plant 

the vineyard, the inverse occurs in the Sheep and the Goats where Jesus gathers the ἒθνος before 

him.  This too is connected to a larger theological motif discussed below. 

 

The fourth and fifth points also occur in 25:32 following the moment when the Son of 

Man gathers the ἒθνος before him.  Once the ἒθνος are gathered the Son of Man commences with 

a process of separation: καὶ ἀφορίσει αὐτοὺς ἀπʼ ἀλλήλων, ὥσπερ ὁ ποιμὴν ἀφορίζει τὰ πρόβατα 

ἀπὸ τῶν ἐρίφων.  The text compares Jesus to a shepherd separating the ἒθνος into two groups, 

whereby the sheep will receive pre—eminence.  Turning to Psalm 79:2 the psalmist initially 

seeks God’s attention by writing, Ὁ ποιμαίνων τὸν Ισραηλ, πρόσχες, ὁ ὁδηγῶν ὡσεὶ πρόβατα 
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τὸν Ιωσηφ.  The psalmist identifies God as the shepherd of Israel who leads his people Israel 

who are his sheep.673   

 

A sixth point is that the Son of Man συναχθήσονται ἔμπροσθεν αὐτοῦ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, 

whereas in Psalm 79 God ἐξέβαλες ἔθνη for the vineyard to ὡδοποίησας ἔμπροσθεν αὐτῆς καὶ 

κατεφύτευσας τὰς ῥίζας αὐτῆς.  For both passages being ἔμπροσθεν, whether clearing room for 

the vine or being gathered for judgment, does not equal a state of approval.  A way was cleared 

for the vine, but its planting at the right indicates God’s favour.  Being gathered before the Son 

of Man in Matthew does not signify merit: only those who placed at the right have God’s favour. 

 

Seventh, the two texts agree on a position of pre—eminence at the right hand of 

authority.  Following the separation of sheep and goats the gospel declares in 25:33, καὶ στήσει 

τὰ μὲν πρόβατα ἐκ δεξιῶν αὐτοῦ, τὰ δὲ ἐρίφια ἐξ εὐωνύμων.  Further, the king addresses those 

on the right in 25:34, τότε ἐρεῖ ὁ βασιλεὺς τοῖς ἐκ δεξιῶν αὐτοῦ.  There is a two—fold 

                                                           
673 This significance of God as the shepherd in the psalm in comparison with Jesus as the shepherd in Matthew will 

be further discussed in the commentary below. 
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correspondence to the ‘right’ as a position of favour in Psalm 79.  Returning to the parallel 

statements of 79:16 and 18 the psalmist writes in 79:16, καὶ κατάρτισαι αὐτήν, ἣν ἐφύτευσεν ἡ 

δεξιά σου, followed in 79:18, γενηθήτω ἡ χείρ σου ἐπʼ ἄνδρα δεξιᾶς σου καὶ ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου.   

 

These statements express two aspects of the same request.  The psalmist asks God to re—

plant the destroyed vineyard at his right, the vineyard being Israel, the sheep he has led as a 

shepherd.  Subsequently, the psalmist beseeches God to strengthen the Son of Man at his right, 

who is the king of Israel, which in turn will strengthen Israel ensuring their place at the right.  

The transition of the Son of Man to the divine position as the one who places people at his right 

maintains the consistent redactional pattern in Matthew.674 

An eighth common feature is found in Matthew 25:34 where the text reads, τότε ἐρεῖ ὁ 

βασιλεὺς τοῖς ἐκ δεξιῶν αὐτοῦ.  This titular shift of calling the Son of Man ‘king’ retains the 

theme discussed previously in the chapter on Psalm 80.  Psalm 79:18 LXX reads γενηθήτω ἡ 

χείρ σου ἐπʼ ἄνδρα δεξιᾶς σου καὶ ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου.  This man at the right, the Son of Man is 

the king of Israel.  Matthew maintains the psalmist’s correlation of the Son of Man as king, 

though, as will be demonstrated below, the evangelist has a much larger kingdom in mind. 

                                                           
674Discussed further below. 
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The ninth and tenth shared features appear in the blessings of Matthew 25:35 and the 

corresponding curses of 25:42.  Addressing the standards of judgment 25:35 states, ἐπείνασα γὰρ 

καὶ ἐδώκατέ μοι φαγεῖν, ἐδίψησα καὶ ἐποτίσατέ με.  Addressing the hunger and thirst of Jesus’ 

brethren— ‘the least’ along with meeting other needs forms the basis for which the Son of Man’s 

determination of whether one is a sheep or a goat.  An intriguing parallel thought appears in 

79:6, where the psalmist reminds God of the calamity that God has brought on Israel, using 

hunger and thirst to describe the vineyard’s hardship of famine and drought. The verse reads, 

ψωμιεῖς ἡμᾶς ἄρτον δακρύων καὶ ποτιεῖς ἡμᾶς ἐν δάκρυσιν ἐν μέτρῳ.  The psalmist invokes 

covenantal language of blessing and cursing as found in passages such as Leviticus 26 and 

Deuteronomy 28. 
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The eleventh intersecting point also occurs in the blessings and curses, where Jesus 

commends the righteous because he was ἠσθένησα καὶ ἐπεσκέψασθέ με, rebuking the cursed 

because ἀσθενὴς καὶ ἐν φυλακῇ καὶ οὐκ ἐπεσκέψασθέ με.  This corresponds to Psalm 79:15 

LXX where it reads, ἐπίσκεψαι τὴν ἄμπελον ταύτην in the hopes of God responding to the 

vineyard.  These common connections between the psalmist’s request of God on behalf of the 

vineyard relates to the Son of Man’s criteria and links to a new vision of the vineyard.675  

A twelfth commonality arises in the corresponding verses of Matthew 25:37 and 25:44, 

where the blessed and the cursed address the Son of Man pertaining to his judgment.  After 

presenting his verdict the text says, τότε ἀποκριθήσονται αὐτῷ οἱ δίκαιοι λέγοντες, Κύριε, πότε 

σε εἴδομεν…followed by a recitation of the Son of Man’s standards of judgment.  The same is 

maintained for those at the left, τότε ἀποκριθήσονται καὶ αὐτοὶ λέγοντες, Κύριε, πότε σε…who 

ask the same questions as the blessed.   

A point of interest receiving further treatment in the commentary of this chapter below is 

the nature of the Son of Man in Matthew also Lord, king and shepherd, an amalgamation of titles 

and honours previously used of either God or his king in various Old Testament passages that are 

redefined in this first—century CE exegesis.  

                                                           
675 To be discussed later in the chapter. 
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The thirteenth and final common linguistic point is found in Matthew 25:41 near the 

climax of the passage when the goats learn of their fate.  Jesus says to those on the left, 

Πορεύεσθε ἀπʼ ἐμοῦ [οἱ] κατηραμένοι εἰς τὸ πῦρ τὸ αἰώνιον τὸ ἡτοιμασμένον τῷ διαβόλῳ καὶ 

τοῖς ἀγγέλοις αὐτοῦ.  As Psalm 79 comes to an end, the psalmist reiterates the desperate 

condition of God’s vineyard in 79:17, ἐμπεπυρισμένη πυρὶ καὶ ἀνεσκαμμένη, ἀπὸ ἐπιτιμήσεως 

τοῦ προσώπου σου ἀπολοῦνται.  Whereas the vineyard is burnt by fire and in a state of 

destruction, the cursed are on a course for eternal fire of destruction in the scene of judgment.   
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To offer another view of the many parallels between the two passages, the following 

image is a colour—coded comparison of the two showing all of the linguistic parallels found 

between them.  The red brackets identify the passages invoking kingly image in the psalm and 

the king from Matthew. 

 

Comparing the amount of common grammatical material between these two passages with 

accepted citations and allusion in Matthew offers merit to this proposed relationship.  Matthew 

13:34 is acknowledged as a quote from Psalm 78:2 where ἀνοίξω ἐν παραβολαῖς τὸ στόμα μου is 

identical between Matthew and his Psalm 77:2 LXX counterpart.  The second line in Matthew, 

ἐρεύξομαι κεκρυμμένα ἀπὸ καταβολῆς compares less favorably to the LXX φθέγξομαι 

προβλήματα ἀπʼ ἀρχῆς and possibly reflects a closer translation to the Hebrew of Psalm 78:2 
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which reads יעָה ידוֹת אַבִּ י־קֶדֶם חִּ נִּ מִּ .  Psalm 110:1 is acknowledged as a citation in Matthew 26:64 on 

the basis of καθήμενον ἐκ δεξιῶν.  These three words are enough for Menken to qualify this as a 

quotation, though the Novum Testamentum 28 has given it allusion status.676  Matthew 16:27 

includes the phrase καὶ τότε ἀποδώσει ἑκάστῳ κατὰ τὴν πρᾶξιν αὐτοῦ, a citation from Psalm 

61:13 LXX τὸ ἔλεος, ὅτι σὺ ἀποδώσεις ἑκάστῳ κατὰ τὰ ἔργα αὐτοῦ.  Matthew has possibly 

reworked the phrase, if he is consciously making the quotation.677  Comparatively the text of 

Psalm 79 LXX has much in common with Matthew 25:31-46. 

While the written parallels demonstrate many common features between the passages, 

several thematically significant developments in the Sheep and the Goats also arise if Psalm 80 is 

a source behind the Matthean passage.  The rest of the chapter is dedicated to commentary 

addressing the implications of the religio—politcal situation addressed in Matthew.  The last 

chapter will present a new reading of the larger context of Matthew within the paradigm being 

proposed. 

The Titles of Christ 

The Sheep and the Goats contains four titles for Christ: ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, ὁ ποιμὴν, ὁ 

βασιλεὺς and κύριος.  All four titles appear in Psalm 79 LXX, three of them directly and one by 

inference.  The Son of Man has taken a place of enthronement in the Sheep and the Goats that 

was occupied by the Ancient of Days in Daniel 7 and Yahweh the shepherd in Psalm 80.  The 

Son of Man represents the kingdom of God inherited by the saints of the Most High in Daniel 7, 

though the above discussion has shown that figure underwent diverse forms of transformation in 

later texts.  Psalm 79 LXX naturally understands the Son of Man as a royal figure. 

                                                           
676 M. Menken, ‘The Psalms’, 75-76. 
677 M. Menken, ‘The Psalms’, 69. 
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The Ancient of Days is enthroned in Daniel 7 upon a glorious throne with a mass of 

attendants in his royal court (verses 9—10) when the Son of Man enters the Ancient of Day’s 

presence (verses 13—14).  That scenario changes in the Sheep and the Goats, where the Son of 

Man is enthroned in the seat of judgment, having become a messianic figure similar to 4 Ezra or 

2 Baruch.  The Matthean Son of Man in the Sheep and the Goats is divine and one explanation 

for this transformation is that Matthew combines the contents of Psalm 79 LXX with the vision 

of Daniel 7.  Previous functions fulfilled by the Ancient of Days are now the role of the Son of 

Man.  This is not to say the two beings are one and the same, rather Jesus as the Son of Man is a 

divine being, distinct from his Father, but divine and acting with the authority of Yahweh. 

 God is the ποιμαίνων τὸν Ισραηλ in the psalm, whereas the Son of Man in Matthew is ὁ 

ποιμὴν of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, who have been gathered before the Son of Man.  This is an intriguing 

development, as the Gentiles had been ‘cast out’ to make room for the vineyard Israel, and yet 

there is no specific mention of Israel in the Sheep and the Goats.  God’s enthronement ἐπὶ τῶν 

χερουβιν in 79:2 alludes to the inner sanctuary of the temple (1 Kings 8:6—11).  Scripture rarely 

depicts Yahweh simultaneously as both shepherd and enthroned; an exception to this is Psalm 

80.   

 This Matthean Son of Man is enthroned on a seat of judgment with ‘his angels’, not 

God’s angels.  Davidic kingship was described as an office where an enthroned shepherd could 

be told by God, Σὺ ποιμανεῖς τὸν λαόν μου τὸν Ισραηλ and the elders χρίουσιν τὸν Δαυιδ εἰς 

βασιλέα ἐπὶ πάντα Ισραηλ (2 Kings 5:2—3 LXX).  Both Daniel 7 and Psalm 80 depict their 

unique Son of Man figures as distinct from God who is enthroned.  However, in Matthew the 

shepherd, the Son of Man is king upon his throne who has both responsibilities and status not 
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found individually in either Daniel 7 or Psalm 80.  If the texts are seen as an amalgamation in 

Matthew, this explains not only the reason for the enthronement of the Son of Man as 

shepherd—king, but it also demonstrates consistency with the Son of Man is newly imagined in 

Matthew’s gospel. 

 Matthew makes four references to the shepherd role in his narrative.  The first is a 

prophecy cited by the chief priests for the coming Messiah in Matthew 2:6.678  Second, Jesus 

expresses compassion for the people whom he likens to sheep without a shepherd in 9:36.679  The 

third is the Sheep and the Goats passage, and the fourth is the striking of the shepherd quotation 

in Matthew 26:31.680  The interpretation of these various Old Testament shepherd passages 

shows a penchant for portraying Jesus as the shepherd of the Hebrew Scriptures.  The fact that 

the Son of Man comes ἐν τῇ δόξῃ αὐτοῦ καὶ πάντες οἱ ἄγγελοι μετʼ αὐτοῦ is significant as the 

use of δόξα is most commonly reserved for God in the Old Testament, and angels are always 

God’s angels.681  Such a description further demonstrates how the Matthean Son of Man figure 

shares qualities of Yahweh found in the Old Testament. 

 Both the righteous and damned will address the shepherd—king as κύριος in Matthew, a 

title used in LXX 79:8 and 20 as part of the refrain κύριε ὁ θεὸς τῶν δυνάμεων ἐπίστρεψον ἡμᾶς.  

The use of κύριος is common in both the LXX and Greek New Testament, yet now  the Son of 

Man shepherd—king is also called κύριος, a title typically reserved for God in the Old 

                                                           
678 Taken from Micah 5. 
679Cf. Jeremiah 10:21, 50:6; Ezekiel 34:5; and Zechariah 10:2 as a few of the prophetic passages with a similar 

theme. 
680 Taken from Zechariah 13:7. 
681 Glory scriptures: Exodus 16:7, 24:16, 29:43; Leviticus 9:6; Numbers 14:10, 16:19; Deuteronomy 5:24; 1 Kings 

8:11; 1 Chronicles 16:24; 2 Chronicles 5:4; Psalms 19:1, 24:8; Isaiah 6:3; Jeremiah 14:21 as examples.  God’s 

angels’ scriptures: Genesis 24:7, 28:12, 31:11; Exodus 23:20; 2 Samuel 14:20, 24:16; 1 Kings 19:5; 1 Chronicles 

21:15; Job.4:18; Psalm 91:11. 
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Testament.  Also noteworthy is the use of κύριος in Matthew in this section of the passage that 

has a rhythmic quality where the righteous and unrighteous are being addressed and respond in 

kind to the Son of Man.   

This vocative address to the ‘Lord’ is found three times in the psalm in 79:5, 8 and 20.  

Two of the three appearances of κύριε (verses 8 and 20) are an identical refrain, as part of the 

three—fold refrain in the psalm.  The refrain is uneven as verse 4 is the first refrain, but it does 

not use κύριε.  Rather, the first use of κύριε in verse 5 is the psalmist asking God how long he 

will be angry with the prayers of his servants.  Verses 8 and 20 are an appeal to the Lord to 

return and save his people.  Read as prayer and response, the two—fold use of κύριε represents 

the parallel response of the people to the Lord when he comes to save them.  Matthew 25:37 

reads, τότε ἀποκριθήσονται αὐτῷ οἱ δίκαιοι λέγοντες, Κύριε, πότε σε.  Similar, in verse 44 one 

reads τότε ἀποκριθήσονται καὶ αὐτοὶ λέγοντες, Κύριε, πότε σε εἴδομεν.  While this response is 

not exactly a refrain in Matthew, it has similar quality to the two—fold κύριε refrain of Psalm 79 

LXX. 

 Matthew’s ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου is both the suffering Messiah and cosmic judge that 

holds the title βασιλεὺς.  The psalmist intends for his Son of Man to be understood as a Davidic 

king, ‘Der Mann zur Rechten Gottes ist in Ps 18, 36; 20, 7 der König…’682  In the Old Testament 

the designation ‘Son of Man’ is used in various ways without an inherent royal connotation, 

though in Psalm 80 the Son of Man is the Davidic king.683  The vine represents Israel and the 

man on the right is the Davidic king when compared with Psalms 110:1 and 20:6.684  The 

                                                           
682 F. Hossfeld & E. Zenger, Psalmen 51—100, 464. 
683 F. Hossfeld & E. Zenger, Psalmen 51—100, 465. 
684 A. Gelston, ‘A Sidelight’, 194.  Discussed in the previous chapter. 
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translation of ‘King Messiah’ in the psalm’s Targum at minimum demonstrates both a kingly and 

messianic reading that developed in the centuries following the psalm’s composition..685  Even if 

the Targum only reached its final form in the 3rd or 4th century CE, there are clear reasons to 

believe Son of Man is the king of Israel.686   

 The Psalm 79 LXX textual dependence theory explains. why the Lord is the enthroned 

Son of Man shepherd—king in the Sheep and the Goats.  Matthew elucidates the psalm’s royal 

Son of Man, combining it with the figure of the heavenly Son of Man from Daniel, reinterpreted 

as a cosmic and messianic figure.  This presentation of Jesus as both an earthly and cosmic king 

manifests in the development of Matthew’s narrative as Jesus is the King of the Jews (Matthew 

2:2), the King of all nations and the divine shepherd of judgment.   

 Further, as the psalmist beseeches God to ἐφύτευσεν ἡ δεξιά σου, καὶ ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου, 

a transformation has occurred in Matthew where the Son of Man now has the authority to place 

the favoured ἐκ δεξιῶν αὐτοῦ.  The theme of the Son of Man as king moving to the role of judge 

continues as he possesses the authority to save or condemn those who treated him, the man of 

God’s right hand, with proper dignity, vicariously through their treatment of the least.  The psalm 

entreats God to strengthen the man at his right, which will assist in restoring Israel’s fortunes and 

put them in a place of honor at the right.  Matthew presents a response to this prayer by 

demonstrating the Son of Man in a position of strength, now with the ability to move his 

favoured to the right. 

                                                           
685 A. Gelston, ‘A Sidelight’, 193. 
686 D. Hill, ‘’Son of Man’ in Psalm 80 V. 17’, NT 15:4 (1973): 265. 
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Evans rightly notes that the Psalter takes on special significance when Jesus enters 

Jerusalem, a reality Jesus foreshadows in 5:35, a citation of Psalm 48:2, where Jerusalem is the 

‘city of the great king’.687  Examining the list of citations and allusions from the Novum 

Testamentum 28 validates Evans view.  Thirteen psalm quotations are designated in Matthew, 

with nine of them occurring after the entrance into Jerusalem.  An additional sixteen allusions are 

recognized by their committee, demonstrating a high concentration on the Psalter during the 

passion narrative.  Matthew’s development of key themes involving the vineyard and kingship 

are both central elements of Psalm 80 that unfold during the last week of Jesus’ life where the 

Psalter is being copiously used.  Matthew uses Psalm 79 (78 LXX) in Matthew 13 citing Asaph 

as a prophet.  Now he returns to that section of the Psalter in order to address true kingship in the 

context of his community. 

The role of Jesus as the ‘son of David’ appears more often in Matthew than any other 

book of the New Testament.688  Jesus is called son of David in Matthew 1:1, 9:27, 15:22, 

20:30—31, 21:9 and 21:15.  Matthew 9:27 and 20:30—31 rework Mark 10:46—52 where the 

story of Bartimaeus has been redacted and told twice in the narrative, creating an emphasis on 

the son of David.  A similar redaction takes place in Matthew 15:22 where the evangelist has 

reworked the material from Mark 7:24—30 to include the phrase κύριε υἱὸς Δαυίδ.  The same is 

true of 21:9 and 21:15 where the crowd shouts Ὡσαννὰ τῷ υἱῷ Δαυίδ, a departure from Mark 

11:10 where the crowd shouts Εὐλογημένη ἡ ἐρχομένη βασιλεία τοῦ πατρὸς ἡμῶν Δαυίδ.     

                                                           
687 C. Evans, ‘Praise and Prophecy’, 554. 
688 R.T. France, Matthew: Evangelist & Teacher (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1989), 284. 
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 Though Matthew develops this theme more than any other New Testament writer, Jesus 

singles out υἱὸς Δαυίδ in all three Synoptic Gospels for its inadequacy.689  Why does Jesus 

question the validity of the son of David in Matthew 22:41—46?  There is nothing in the text to 

conclude that Jesus and Matthew disagree about his being the son of David, rather it appears that 

the messianic vision is larger than only υἱὸς Δαυίδ.690  Jesus as the son of David is also the son of 

God, who holds a role of greater significance than an earthly king.  This theme has been 

developing from the beginning of the gospel in the genealogy (1:18—25), foretold in scripture 

(2:15), revealed by God (3:17, 17:5), tested by the devil (4:3, 6), taught to the disciples (11:25—

27) and confessed by Peter (16:16).691  Considering the importance of Davidic themes in 

Matthew, Psalm 80 presents an appealing candidate for use in the text, particularly in the wake of 

a national tragedy. 

National Crisis and Covenant 

 A symmetry exists between the passages that can be understood as prayer to Yahweh and 

response.  Psalm 79 LXX is a plea to Yahweh, the shepherd of Israel to come for his people and 

deliver them.  The psalm comes to an end with the desire to see the Son of Man, the king of 

Israel, come for his people Israel.  Matthew 25:31—46 demonstrates a dynamic inter—textual 

response to the psalmist’s prayer when the Son of Man comes.  Examining the two passages as 

plea and response shows the psalmist conclude his prayer by asking for the King of Israel to 

come, and Matthew showing his arrival and the result.   

                                                           
689 R.T. France, Matthew: Evangelist & Teacher, 285. 
690 J. Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 916. 
691 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 288. 
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Psalm 80 is a psalm of national distress in which Israel is confronted with several 

crises.692  The LXX version addresses the Assyrian tragedy and numerous curses Israel faces 

when God has turned away from them.  Israel is hungry, thirsty and placed in opposition to their 

neighbors, while their enemies taunt them (verses 6—7).  The walls are broken down and all who 

walk by pluck the vineyard as the boar from the forest has brought destruction (verses 13—14).  

Israel is facing covenantal curses which the psalmist is imploring God to remove from the nation. 

Curses for covenantal infidelity are detailed in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.  The 

psalmist acknowledges Israel’s hunger and thirst as promised in Leviticus 26:19—20, 22, 26 and 

                                                           
692 S.E. Gillingham, Psalms, 5. 



206 
 
 

Deuteronomy 28:16—17, 20, 23—24, 38—39, 42, 51.  God further promises to bring enemies 

against Israel in Leviticus 26:17, 25, 32—33 and Deuteronomy 28:25, 30—33, 48—53, 57 for 

their continued disobedience.  Where the psalmist appeals to the covenantal curses to explain 

Israel’s plight, Matthew’s Jesus follows the psalmist in these curses. 

The Son of Man’s criteria of judgment requires the nations gathered before his throne to 

treat ‘the least’ in a manner commensurate with blessing.  Jesus is the Son of Man of Daniel 7 

and Psalm 80 that exercises the authority of Yahweh.  As the enthroned shepherd—king, Jesus is 

in the position to place the nations in the blessed right or on the cursed left.  They will be placed 

in those positions based on whether they are a blessing or a curse to ‘the least’.   

Psalm 79 LXX describes the curses afflicting Israel as hunger, thirst and being persecuted 

by their enemies leaving their nation vulnerable.  Matthew’s Jesus presents six criteria of 

judgment which includes the least being πεινῶντα, διψῶντα, ξένον, γυμνὸν, ἀσθενῆ, ἐν φυλακῇ 

and whether the nations respond to those needs determines their position on the left or right.  

Examining the curses for Israel’s infidelity demonstrates that when ‘the nations’ come upon 

Israel it results in nakedness (Deuteronomy 28:48), sickness (Leviticus 26:16; Deuteronomy 

28:59—61) and becoming a stranger in a foreign land (Leviticus 26:35, 38; Deuteronomy 28:32, 

36, 63—65). 

The psalmist asks Yahweh to come and reverse Israel’s curses by strengthening the Son 

of Man at his right.  Matthew’s Jesus presents his vision of the Son of Man in the authoritative 

position of judgment held by Yahweh and the Ancient of Days in Psalm 80 and Daniel 7.  Where 

the psalmist asks Yahweh for favourable judgment against the nations to reverse their curses, the 
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Son of Man responds by putting those who bless ‘the least’ on the right, and those who curse 

them on the left.   

Several prophetic oracles proclaim judgment against various nations for mistreating Israel 

in a manner indicative of cursing.693  Turning to the Sheep and the Goats, the Lord responds to 

those being judged in a positive or negative manner based on whether they treat ‘the least’ in a 

way that reflects blessing or cursing.  The Levitical and Deuteronomistic description of blessings 

and curses manifest through the provision or lack of provision from the land and Israel’s ability 

or lack thereof to defend their land.  In other words, the agency of Yahweh in blessing and 

cursing his people comes through natural provision of the land and the people around his chosen.   

What then happens when the chosen no longer have a single land of their own?  If they 

are commissioned to bring a message to the nations around them, they will be subject to differing 

treatment by the people they are in the midst of in a method indicative of blessing or cursing.  

The psalmist wants God to judge the Gentiles harshly for acting as agents of cursing toward 

Israel.  Matthew’s response scene reveals the judgment of Yahweh whereby the Son of Man’s 

standard is one of treating ‘the least’ with covenantal blessing or cursing.  However, something 

strange is taking place in this scene of judgment as the Son of Man is not making a distinction 

between Israelite and gentile.  He is not placing Israel on his right, nor is he ‘casting out’ the 

Gentiles to establish Israel.       

Where the psalmist imagines the enthroned shepherd in power before Ephraim, Benjamin 

and Manasseh, Matthew presents an enthroned shepherd in glory before all the nations.  God has 

responded to the psalmist’s desire for the shepherd to act and for the Son of Man to come.  The 

                                                           
693 Isaiah 13—23; Jeremiah 46—51; Ezekiel 25—32; Nahum 1—3; Obadiah. 
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problem is Israel’s response to the Son of Man when he arrives.  Four times the psalmist requests 

that God return to them (verses 4, 8, 15, 20), promising the Lord that Israel will not turn away.  

What happens when the shepherd comes, when Yahweh acts and Israel does not turn back to 

God?  The Sheep and Goats provides the answer for when the sheep do not turn back when the 

Son of Man comes for them.  

The Problem with the Sheep 

Why are the sheep an image of righteousness in Matthew 25:31—46 and the goats 

representative of unrighteousness?  Matthew’s gospel features sheep more than any other 

Synoptic Gospel in 7:15, 9:36, 10:6, 10:16, 12:11—12, 15:24, 18:12, 25:32—33 and 26:21.  

Nine of the uses are comparative or parabolic, one is a quotation from scripture (26:31) and two 

are direct references to Israel, where Jesus describes them as τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου 

Ἰσραήλ (10:6, 15:24).  These last two instances are of interest for this study because they 

associate Israel with ‘lost sheep’.  Jesus’ statements concerning the lost sheep come to a climax 

in the Sheep and the Goats when he turns to themes from Psalm 80 to address the future of those 

sheep. 

Matthew 15:21—28 reworks Mark 7:24—30 with a pair of noticeable redactions.  

Whereas Mark says ἡ δὲ γυνὴ ἦν Ἑλληνίς, Συροφοινίκισσα τῷ γένει, Matthew simply describes 

her as a γυνὴ Χαναναία.  Jesus responds to her plea to heal her daughter in Mark by saying, οὐ 

γάρ ἐστιν καλὸν λαβεῖν τὸν ἄρτον τῶν τέκνων καὶ τοῖς κυναρίοις βαλεῖν.  In Matthew, Jesus 

qualifies his comments by saying Οὐκ ἀπεστάλην εἰ μὴ εἰς τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου 

Ἰσραήλ.  Jesus telling a gentile woman that he has been sent only to the lost sheep of the house 

of Israel builds on an earlier discourse in the gospel. 
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In Matthew 10, just after Jesus has appointed the twelve (10:1—4), he commissions them 

for a missionary endeavor related to the Olivet Discourse.  Beginning in 10:5 Jesus gives the 

disciples strict instructions Εἰς ὁδὸν ἐθνῶν μὴ ἀπέλθητε καὶ εἰς πόλιν Σαμαριτῶν μὴ εἰσέλθητε· 

πορεύεσθε δὲ μᾶλλον πρὸς τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου Ἰσραήλ.  Both instances contrast 

the lost sheep of the house of Israel with Gentiles, a theme that will develop in dramatic fashion 

throughout Matthew.  The discourse that follows is a significant redaction of Mark 6:7—13, 

transforming a few lines into the second major discourse of Matthew.  Jesus appoints the twelve 

disciples and sends them to preach the kingdom.  Jesus specifically forbids going to the ἐθνῶν, 

allowing only preaching to Israel, adding a comparison to the judgment on Sodom and Gomorrah 

in 10:15.694  

Matthew 10:17—22 is in interesting addition: Matthew takes Mark 13:9—13 from 

Mark’s Olivet Discourse and moves it back into Jesus’ second great discourse.  In many respects 

this inclusion is peculiar, as Jesus appears to send his disciples on a relatively short preaching 

mission within Israel, yet he warns them of the severest levels of persecution from that lost house 

of Israel and trials before Gentiles, whom they were strictly told to avoid.  These instructions 

seem valid within the context of their Markan source but anachronistic in Jesus’ second 

Matthean discourse.  Further complicating the issue is verse 23, ἀμὴν γὰρ λέγω ὑμῖν, οὐ μὴ 

τελέσητε τὰς πόλεις τοῦ Ἰσραὴλ ἕως ἂν ἔλθῃ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου.   

Senior addressed the issue by saying the instruction not to go among the Gentiles seems 

archaic at first: it was meant only for the disciples and not Matthew’s community.695  The same 

can be said of the declaration in verse 23 that they will not finish their preaching before the Son 

                                                           
694 A similar statement to Jesus says appears in Matthew 11:24 and shared with Luke 10:12. 
695 D. Senior, The Gospel of Matthew (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997), 117. 
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of Man comes, yet the Mark 13 material expands the scope of the instructions to Matthew’s 

community.696  Senior believes the dual streams of Israel and the nations converge here with 

examples of Israel’s lost sheep found in Jesus’ miracles of the leper (8:1—4), Matthew the tax 

collector (9:9—13) and the hemorrhaging woman (9:20—22).  Likewise, the miracles to the 

Gentiles as seen in the centurion’s servant (8:5—13) and the Canaanite woman’s daughter 

(15:21—28) take a short step beyond the boundaries of Israel.  Senior concludes that despite the 

commission of the twelve, they are never described as leaving in contrast to Mark 6:12f, thus the 

mission will wait until the conclusion of the gospel.697 

Gentiles are a peripheral factor in Matthew that will gain tremendous significance by the 

end when the disciples’ mission is opened to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  While the narrative does not 

specifically mention the disciples’ departure, the problem with simply viewing this commission 

as a post—resurrection ideology is its direct opposition to Matthew 28:16—20.  Why would 

Matthew present Jesus as giving his disciples a commission to preach exclusively to Israel, that 

was superseded by a later commission to preach to the Gentiles, before the previous commission 

had even taken place in its post—resurrection context?   

Kingsbury more accurately assesses Matthew’s intent as the mission is meant to foretell 

the persecution that Israel will inflict upon the disciples, foreshadowing the repudiation that 

Jesus himself is about to endure (11:2—16:20).698  Kingsbury believes the reason for omitting 

the reference to the departure or return lies in the disciples’ obligation to continue their 

missionary work to Israel until the parousia.699  Matthew is thus intentionally creating an 

                                                           
696 D. Senior, The Gospel of Matthew, 117. 
697 D. Senior, The Gospel of Matthew, 118. 
698 J. Kingsbury Matthew as Story 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 71. 
699 J. Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 71. 
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unresolved conflict as a narrative device to reflect the tension faced by the Matthean 

community.700  

There may be some truth to Kinsbury’s belief that an underlying conflict is behind the 

tension in the text.  Matthew is not as overt as Mark, but it indicates that Jesus and the disciples 

parted ways in 11:1, Καὶ ἐγένετο ὅτε ἐτέλεσεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς διατάσσων τοῖς δώδεκα μαθηταῖς 

αὐτοῦ, μετέβη ἐκεῖθεν τοῦ διδάσκειν καὶ κηρύσσειν ἐν ταῖς πόλεσιν αὐτῶν.  There is a sense of 

tension developed here in forbidding the disciples to go to the Gentiles on one hand, then 

proclaiming that they will not complete their journey before the Son of Man comes on the other.  

Jesus foretells the pending rejection of the disciples by Israel, but in a manner different than 

Kingsbury suggests.     

A storm on the horizon between Jesus and the house of Israel will result in a covenantal 

break between the messianic Son of Man and the lost sheep.  Throughout the gospel the sheep 

are vulnerable (9:36, 10:16) and lost (10:6, 15:24, 18:12) with their shepherd desperately seeking 

to restore them.  Jesus’ mission, with brief exceptions of gentile healings, is exclusively a 

desperate mission to Israel.  The antithesis of Ἰσραήλ in Matthew 10 is ἐθνῶν, with no indication 

that the ἐθνῶν are to be included among the sheep.  By the time Jesus tells the oracle of the 

Sheep and the Goats, it is πάντα τὰ ἔθνη who stand before the Son of Man and are numbered 

among the sheep. 

Matthew features ἔθνη in 6:32, 10:5, 12:21, 20:19, 20:25, 21:43, 24:7, 24:9, 24:14, 25:32 

and 28:19.  In his treatment of the Sheep and the Goats, Luz states that ἔθνη typically designates 

                                                           
700 J. Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 71.   
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non—Israelites and non—Christian Gentiles.701  He further argues that 24:30f uses ἔθνη as ‘all 

tribes’ seeing the Son of Man arrive, but 24:9 and 24:14 use ἔθνη as non—Christian peoples.702  

France adds that the gathering of the nations echoes Joel 3:1—12 Hebrew (LXX 4:1—12), but its 

judgment is specifically of Gentiles for their treatment of Israel, while no such restriction is 

found in the Sheep and the Goats.703 

A review of the usage of ἔθνη as used in Matthew demonstrates that every occurrence of 

ἔθνη prior to chapter 24 can be definitively categorised as people who are non—Israelites.  In 

6:32 Jesus tells his Jewish audience not to worry about what they eat, drink or wear as πάντα γὰρ 

ταῦτα τὰ ἔθνη ἐπιζητοῦσιν, a comparison between the audience and the ἔθνη, which should be 

translated as Gentiles.  The same is evident in the Matthew 12:21 quote from Isaiah where it says 

of God’s beloved καὶ τῷ ὀνόματι αὐτοῦ ἔθνη ἐλπιοῦσιν.  This is another instance where Gentiles 

is the best translation. While speaking of his coming death, Jesus says the Son of Man will be 

handed τοῖς ἔθνεσιν εἰς τὸ ἐμπαῖξαι καὶ μαστιγῶσαι καὶ σταυρῶσαι. Gentiles is again entirely 

appropriate considering the clear role the Romans play in Jesus’ death. 

Matthew 21:43 then claims the tenants of the vineyard will be evicted, and the kingdom 

shall be given to ἔθνει who will bear fruit.  This leads to the pivotal moment in Matthew when 

the fate of Israel is decided in a dramatic picture of judgment.  Themes from Psalm 80 echo 

throughout the narrative, building toward the time when Jesus will respond to the psalmist’s plea 

for deliverance from the Gentiles.  The next chapter will provide a commentary on Matthew that 

                                                           
701 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 531. 
702 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 531. 
703 R.T. France, Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 961. 
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outlines the echoing themes of Psalm 80 in the narrative, building to the climactic scene of 

judgment, and explaining what the passage means in light of this new reading. 
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Chapter Five: A New Vineyard and New Sheep 

The Road to Destruction 

The deteriorating relationship between Jesus and the lost sheep of the house of Israel leads to the 

Olivet Discourse where the fate of Israel and its temple emerge.  While the turmoil between 

Jesus and Israel has been building, the growing relationship with his twelve disciples has been 

forging a new path for his vineyard to spread.  Themes from Psalm 80 echo through the narrative 

at key points leading to the Sheep and the Goats where Israel’s fate is determined.   

This Wicked Generation 

Jesus undertakes a journey early in the gospel that retraces Israel’s voyage into Egypt, 

returning then to the Promised Land to await the time of his ministry.  An echo of Psalm 80 may 

well be seen in this narrative device, ἄμπελον ἐξ Αἰγύπτου μετῆρας (Psalm 79:9 LXX).  From 

early in his ministry Jesus establishes a distinction between the perceived righteousness of his 

day, and the righteousness of his kingdom: λέγω γὰρ ὑμῖν ὅτι ἐὰν μὴ περισσεύσῃ ὑμῶν ἡ 

δικαιοσύνη πλεῖον τῶν γραμματέων καὶ Φαρισαίων, οὐ μὴ εἰσέλθητε εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν 

οὐρανῶν (Matthew 5:20).  Yet Israel as a nation seems to face a dismal future from early in the 

gospel, as Jesus can say of a centurion, a symbol of Rome’s military might 

Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, παρʼ οὐδενὶ τοσαύτην πίστιν ἐν τῷ Ἰσραὴλ εὗρον. λέγω δὲ ὑμῖν ὅτι 

πολλοὶ ἀπὸ ἀνατολῶν καὶ δυσμῶν ἥξουσιν καὶ ἀνακλιθήσονται μετὰ Ἀβραὰμ καὶ Ἰσαὰκ 

καὶ Ἰακὼβ ἐν τῇ βασιλείᾳ τῶν οὐρανῶν, οἱ δὲ υἱοὶ τῆς βασιλείας ἐκβληθήσονται εἰς τὸ 

σκότος τὸ ἐξώτερον· ἐκεῖ ἔσται ὁ κλαυθμὸς καὶ ὁ βρυγμὸς τῶν ὀδόντων. (Matthew 

8:10—12) 

 

 The commission of the disciples to go the lost sheep of the house of Israel carries with it 

the reality that they will not have gone through all of the towns of Israel before the Son of Man 

comes.  What will prevent the advancement of Jesus’ kingdom to Israel before the coming Son 
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of Man?  The answer is Israel’s unfaithfulness where many sons of the kingdom will be cast into 

darkness, for they are truly lost sheep. 

 From the time of the missionary commission to Israel in chapter 10 onward, Jesus 

repeatedly condemns γενεὰν ταύτην for their fickle and adulterous nature.704  Jesus’ generation is 

like a man who has had an unclean spirit leave his body, only to bring back seven worse spirits 

(12:43—45).  Israel has grown faithless and perverse (17:17), but, as will be made clear, the 

vineyard of God taken from Egypt is not at the mercy of Israel’s obedience.  Other authors of the 

first century CE held out hope amidst the crisis of 70 CE, not just for Jerusalem’s fortunes to be 

restored, but for the restoration of the ten tribes lost to Assyria.705  However, Jesus moves in 

another direction, as he tells his disciples, 

Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι ὑμεῖς οἱ ἀκολουθήσαντές μοι ἐν τῇ παλιγγενεσίᾳ, ὅταν καθίσῃ ὁ υἱὸς 

τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπὶ θρόνου δόξης αὐτοῦ, καθήσεσθε καὶ ὑμεῖς ἐπὶ δώδεκα θρόνους 

κρίνοντες τὰς δώδεκα φυλὰς τοῦ Ἰσραήλ. (19:28) 

 

Rather than a triumphant return of the ten tribes, Jesus places the disciples in a position of pre—

eminence for the judgment of lost tribes and the whole of Israel. 

In 20:1—16 Jesus tells the first of three vineyard parables.  This one is placed before 

entering Jerusalem, while the other two will come during the final week of his life.  Jesus tells 

his disciples the story of a man who owns a vineyard and hires workers for the vineyard.  During 

the course of a long day, the vineyard owner hires laborers to work for a denarius.  While some 

start early, others come late, but at the end of the day all receive the same wages.  Those who 

worked throughout the day are incensed by the vineyard owner giving those who worked only an 

hour the same denarius as those who toiled under the hot sun.  

                                                           
704 Matthew 11:16; 12:39—45; 16:4; 17:17 
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Those who labored longer complain that the owner of the vineyard made the late arrivals 

ἴσους to them.  However, the complaints do not move the owner, who makes it clear that he has 

the right to do with this vineyard what he chooses and hire who he chooses.  Jesus finishes the 

parable by saying Οὕτως ἔσονται οἱ ἔσχατοι πρῶτοι καὶ οἱ πρῶτοι ἔσχατοι.  The conflict between 

Jesus and Israel is about to reach a climax where new workers will be hired for the vineyard.  

The Fig Tree (21:18—22) 

Cursing the fig tree is a key moment in the narrative where Matthew establishes a 

transition toward a redefined people of God.  Though there is debate as to exactly who or what is 

symbolised by cursing the fig tree, the result is pending disaster for Israel.  Wright discusses the 

fig tree from the context of Mark, which Matthew has partially maintained in his gospel.   

Mark, as is well known, ‘sandwiched’ the Temple action between the cursing of the fig 

tree and the discovery of its having withered up.  He thus clearly intended his readers to 

get the point (though countless readers have missed it anyway, and some, despite it, have 

enlisted him as an advocate of ‘cleansing’ rather than ‘destruction’): what Jesus is doing 

in the Temple is cognate with what he is doing to the fig tree.  He has come seeking fruit, 

and, finding none, he is announcing the Temple’s doom…The word about the mountain 

being cast into the sea also belongs exactly here…It is a very specific word of judgment: 

the Temple mountain is, figuratively speaking, to be taken up and cast into the sea.706 

Matthew creates a new ‘sandwich’ or A—B—A structure, as he eliminates the discovery of the 

withered fig tree and makes the cursing and withering a single event.  Jesus ‘cleanses’ the temple 

(A), curses and withers the fig tree (B), then returns to the temple for conflict (A).  Rather than 

the fig tree serving as the ‘bread’ of the structure, it is now the ‘meat’ with Jesus engaging in 

temple conflict as the ‘bread’. 
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 Moulton maintains this rejection theme, though he cautiously emphasises the rejection as 

rejection of Israel’s leadership and not the nation.707  Moulton argues that the only group 

Matthew presents as opposing Jesus is the Jewish leadership.  Not only have the authorities 

opposed his ministry, they have also allowed the improprieties in the temple that both 

necessitated cleansing and proved their negligence in Israel’s spiritual life.708  The curse is a shift 

in the tenor of God’s work toward his people where the door of repentance that was open to the 

leaders has been shut and judgment called down.709  Luz however disagrees with Moulton, 

denouncing the possibility that the curse is intended only for Israel’s leaders.  The judgment is 

about all Israel, which is the church’s historical interpretation, but Luz qualifies this by stating 

that judgment remains open and indefinite. 710  

 Against Moulton and his view, Luz and Wright’s arguments prove more compelling: this 

is judgment upon all of Israel.  Jesus repeatedly rebukes and condemns the γενεά in Matthew as 

one that is wicked and faithless who will face terrifying judgment.  Jesus is not cleansing the 

temple, he engages in a prophetic sign act of its pending destruction (24:1—2).  What merit is 

there for cleansing a corrupt structure that is shortly destined for destruction?  Further, if the 

Lord has cleansed the temple, why would it need destruction?  No cleansing has occurred, only a 

pronouncement of judgment that has been building from early in the book. 

 Hendriksen writes, ‘Jesus punished degradation of religion and insisted on 

reverence…He rebuked fraud…demanded honesty…He frowned upon indifference toward those 

                                                           
707 M. Moulton, ‘Jesus’ Goal For the Temple and Tree: A Thematic Revisit of Matt 21:12—22’, JETS 41:4 (1998): 

563. 
708 M. Moulton, ‘Jesus’ Goal’, 565. 
709 M. Moulton, ‘Jesus’ Goal’, 567. 
710 U. Luz, Das Evangelium Nach Matthaus, 202. 
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who desired to worship God in spirit and truth, and by declaring that the temple must be a house 

of prayer for all peoples (Mark 11:17) gave his endorsement to the wonderful cause of Christian 

Missions.’711  This event is hardly only a stand against fraud or an endorsement of missions as 

Hendriksen does not reckon with the reality of Jesus’ judgment upon the temple in chapter 24.  

Rather than a stand against fraud, why not more directly call it a stand against the temple? 

 Gundry maintains this same cleansing theme, despite his observation that Matthew has 

heightened the tone of the accusation against Jerusalem by changing Mark’s ‘It is written’ to ‘Is 

it not written’ in 21:13.712  He further states that Matthew’s omission of πᾶσιν τοῖς ἔθνεσιν found 

in Mark 11:17 probably takes place because Gentiles are to become disciples and should be 

dissuaded from making pilgrimages to the temple.713  Again, why intensify the judgment or 

dissuade pilgrims from visiting the newly cleansed temple only to pronounce destruction on it in 

chapter 24? 

 Crossan and Borg write of the fig tree and temple, ‘The tree was “shut down” for lack of 

the fruit Jesus demanded—and so also was the temple.  In the case of the temple, it is not a 

cleansing, but a symbolic destruction, and the fig tree’s fate emphasizes that meaning.’714  Senior 

affirms this position, writing, ‘As a zealous prophet Jesus purifies the temple, which, in 

Matthew’s perspective, is a sign of its eventual destruction.’715  Wright also states that Jesus’ 

actions in the temple are symbolic, whereby Jesus declares his royal authority over the temple 

and pronounces judgment upon it as being in opposition to the true king.716  Albright and Mann 

                                                           
711 W. Hendriksen, Matthew, NTC, 770—771. 
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713 R. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, 412—413. 
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715 D. Senior, The Gospel of Matthew, 152—153. 
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validate this view, and though they still call the incident a cleansing, they determine that Jesus 

enacts a prophetic parable and his reference to the ‘robbers den’ from Jeremiah 7:11 indicates a 

judgment against the temple in the same way that Jeremiah predicted its destruction.717  

Blomberg believes Jesus may still hold out hope for repentance in the Jewish system, but given 

his pending death and rejection the actions in the temple are a dramatization of God’s judgment 

on the temple and the nation.718  

 Judgment is coming, and the miniature destruction that Jesus enacts will have 

catastrophic effects on Israel.  In Psalm 80 a plea is made for God to care for his vineyard, to 

protect it from the ravaging boar that is the Gentiles.  The psalmist declares to God, γενηθήτω ἡ 

χείρ σου ἐπʼ ἄνδρα δεξιᾶς σου καὶ ἐπὶ υἱὸν ἀνθρώπου, ὃν ἐκραταίωσας σεαυτῷ, καὶ οὐ μὴ 

ἀποστῶμεν ἀπὸ σοῦ.  God responds to the psalmist’s plea by strengthening the man at his right, 

the king of Israel, but Israel again turns away from their Lord.  What then happens when God 

does place his hand upon the Son of Man, and Israel turns away? 

The Parable of the Two Sons (21:28—32) 

Matthew uses this Special M parable to build on the vineyard theme, the clash with the 

authorities and the judgment motif.  This parable directly follows the chief priests and elders 

questioning Jesus about his authority to take such actions in the temple.  As the story goes, one 

son agrees to work in his father’s vineyard, but does not go.  The other son refuses to go but 

repents and chooses to go.  The son who does not work in the vineyard is the disobedient son that 

Jesus compares to the authorities questioning him, the supposed spiritual leaders of Israel.719  

                                                           
717 W. Albright & C. Mann, Matthew (Garden City: Double Day, 1971), 255. 
718 C. Blomberg, Matthew, 315. 
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 The theme of all Israel versus Israel’s leadership features in the debate surrounding this 

parable.  Blomberg writes, 

Commentators often find predictions here of the replacement of Jews with Gentiles in 

God’s plan of salvation, but no such distinction appears in the text. Jesus does not reject 

Israel as a whole, only the current leadership, which has rejected him. The contrast is not 

between Jews and Gentiles but rather between those who reject and those who accept 

Jesus. To date almost everyone in both categories is Jewish, though it will become clear 

that the two sons, two kinds of tenants, and two groups of guests in these three parables 

represent any person of any ethnic background who either follows Jesus in discipleship or 

despise him.720 

 

Turner makes a similar assessment, appealing to the larger theme of the three consecutive 

parables.  The son who ultimately did work is specifically linked to tax—collectors and harlots 

while the unfaithful son is linked to the Jewish leaders.  Hence this parable and the subsequent 

parable should only be considered judgment on the leaders and not the nation.721 

 While Jesus speaks directly to the chief priests and the elders of the people in the parable, 

the narrative records a growing conflict with Israel.  On multiple occasions the leadership of 

Israel demands a sign from Jesus only to have the Lord condemn the entire generation.  In 

12:38—45 the scribes and Pharisees demand a sign only to have Jesus condemn the entire 

generation for its adultery four times in the passage (12:39, 41, 42, 45).  He goes so far as to say 

the Ninevites and the Queen of the South will condemn the generation (12:41).  The correlation 

should not be lost that the Queen of the South was a leader of her people, and according to 

Jonah, the king of Nineveh published a proclamation of repentance which turned away God’s 

anger (Jonah 3:6—10).  
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 Similar to chapter twelve, Jesus also condemns the generation because the Pharisees and 

Sadducees are seeking a sign in 16:1—4.  He then immediately follows this condemnation with a 

warning to the disciples not to be corrupted by those leaders, in the way leaven corrupts the batch 

of dough (16:5—12).  Jesus also rebukes the generation in 17:14—23 when the disciples are 

unable to drive a demon out of a boy.  This time no leaders are mentioned, only a general ὄχλος 

with no mention of scribes or Pharisees. 

 Lastly, and most pointedly, Jesus launches a diatribe against the scribes and Pharisees in 

chapter 23 where he declares that all the bloodletting of the righteous who have ever been sent to 

Israel will be visited upon his own generation (23:34—36).  Jesus then laments all of Jerusalem, 

accuses Jerusalem of killing the prophets and declares that despite his longing to gather her like a 

hen to chicks, her house is left desolate.   

 What does Jesus mean with his use of γενεὰν ταύτην?  A γενεά can refer to a race as 

possibly seen in Luke 16:8, but more commonly in the New Testament it refers to the sum total 

of those living at a certain time.722  Matthew begins the gospel by presenting Jesus’ genealogy, 

which divides into three sections of fourteen generations (1:17).  Matthew defines one γενεά as 

the time span from a father to a son.  Each period of fourteen generations ends in a significant 

moment: David’s kingship (1:6), the Babylonian exile (1:11) and the arrival of the Messiah 

(1:16).  The genealogy defines Matthew’s use of γενεά and foreshadows the significance of 

Jesus’ arrival as a moment that will dramatically affect those living at that time, such as the 

arrival of David and the Babylonian exile. 
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Jesus uses γενεά several times in a manner indicative of an event his contemporaries will 

witness.  The two—fold sign of Jonah in 12:39 and 16:4 both describe the evil generation 

demanding a sign, which Jesus provides in the resurrection.  The sign of Jonah manifests to 

Jesus’ contemporaries who respond by paying the soldiers guarding the tomb to lie about the 

event (28:11—15).  Further, Jesus compares his generation to the Ninevites and the Queen of the 

South who respond to Jonah and Solomon in their contemporary settings (12:41—42).  Jesus 

declares that judgment is coming on his γενεά, which he correlates to the pending desolation of 

the temple (23:35—37).    

Jesus’ use of γενεά consistently fits the notion that he employs the term to reference his 

contemporaries.  The difficulty in accepting this definition is the presence of ἡ γενεὰ αὕτη in 

24:34 with possible implications of preterism versus futurism.723   Attempts to separate Jesus’ 

condemnation of his generation from the parousia are central to these concerns and influence 

how interpreters deduce its meaning.724  The ‘generation’ Jesus refers to is judgment coming 

upon his contemporaries that will have long—term meaning for the nation of Israel. 

 Two main points of emphasis emerge here.  First, corrupt leadership in Israel constantly 

led to a corrupt or broken Israel according to scripture.725  Secondly, while the Two Sons may be 

an immediate condemnation of Israel’s leadership, the people of Israel as a whole will pay the 

price for the coming judgment at the hands of Rome.  Jesus does not lament the leadership of 

Jerusalem; he laments all of Jerusalem.  Jesus does not condemn the leadership of the generation; 

he condemns the whole generation.  When Rome obliterated Jerusalem in 66 CE —70 CE, all 

                                                           
723 L. DeBruyn, ‘Preterism and “This Generation”’, BSAC 167 (2010): 180—181. 
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Israel living in Judaea suffered.  The Two Sons may speak directly to the leadership, but that 

leadership’s leaven has corrupted the whole batch, leading Jesus to pronounce a curse that 

Jerusalem will not bear fruit again.  God has returned to Israel and placed his Son of Man at the 

right, and yet again Israel has turned away. 

 The fact that this Special M parable immediately precedes ‘the Wicked Tenants’ is also 

significant in the discussion of Psalm 80 as a potential echo in Matthew’s narrative.  As 

discussed in chapter three, a valid case for Psalm 80 as a background text for the Wicked Tenants 

has been made by numerous scholars.  The incorporation of another vineyard parable, one that 

has distinctly Matthean qualities, lends to the credence of the psalm echoing in Matthew’s 

gospel, rather than simply serving as a one—time allusion in the Sheep and the Goats.  In 

addition to sharing themes with the Sheep and the Goats, the parable also addresses the common 

matters of Israel’s and the gentile’s relationships to God’s vineyard from Psalm 80.  By placing 

this parable directly before the Wicked Tenants, it intensifies the potential influence of Psalm 80 

in this section of Matthew’s narrative.   

The Wicked Tenants (21:33—41) 

This parable is subject to much of the same debate pertaining to condemnation of 

leadership or the entirety of Israel.  Kittle writes, ‘The parable of the vineyard presents a wider 

aspect of the nation’s response to the King.’726  He further believes that the husbandmen of the 

vineyard are Israel’s leaders who have betrayed their nation, leading to the kingdom being 

removed from that generation.  However, he qualifies his statements by saying it will be given 

back to a later generation of Jews.727 
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 Senior believes a more definitive change within God’s kingdom is apparent as the 

vineyard is a traditional symbol for Israel, and Jesus suffered along the lines of previously 

rejected prophets.728  The parable names the consequences of the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 

and the reality that if Israel fails to respond, the Gentiles will respond.  Thus the development 

appears in verse 43, where the kingdom will be taken away and given to another ἔθνη.729  France 

provides a similar analysis, though he makes clear the Jerusalem leadership should be identified 

as the current tenants.730  However, the inclusion of handing the kingdom over to another ἔθνη 

indicates a more radical transition than a simple leadership regime change.731  This is further 

validated by the withering fig tree that symbolises the destruction of the temple and not its 

reorganization.732 

 In support of this approach, Luz draws attention to Matthew 8:12, where one finds οἱ δὲ 

υἱοὶ τῆς βασιλείας ἐκβληθήσονται εἰς τὸ σκότος τὸ ἐξώτερον.  The ‘sons of the kingdom’ are the 

people of Israel and not just its leaders, and 21:43 does not say the leaders will be replaced with 

better leaders.  There will be a new ἔθνη.733  Despite generally positive reception from the crowd, 

the Jewish leaders succeed in winning the people to their side (27:25).  The loss of the kingdom 

proclaimed to these wicked leaders will have consequences for the entire nation.734  This theme 

is only further supported in the last narrative to be examined here: The parable of the Marriage 

Feast. 
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 Whether or not Psalm 80 is the accepted background for these parables, a case can be 

made that at minimum, these common themes increase the plausibility of Matthew’s familiarity 

with Psalm 80.  Israel as a vineyard is not a frequent motif in the Old Testament, and while the 

secondary literature mostly appeals to Isaiah 5, Psalm 80 is just as viable a candidate.  This 

vineyard development in the passion narrative, in conjunction with the issue of who controls the 

vineyard, leads to the conclusion that Psalm 80 is not merely alluded to in the Sheep and the 

Goats, it echoes in Matthew.  The themes of Psalm 80 concerning kingship, Gentiles, Israel, 

sheep and judgment are pervasive in the gospel.   

The Parable of the Marriage Feast (22:1—14) 

Jesus’ third and final consecutive parable describes a king throwing a feast for his son, 

but those who were invited to attend had no interest.  In 22:7 the text reads ὁ δὲ βασιλεὺς 

ὠργίσθη καὶ πέμψας τὰ στρατεύματα αὐτοῦ ἀπώλεσεν τοὺς φονεῖς ἐκείνους καὶ τὴν πόλιν αὐτῶν 

ἐνέπρησεν.  Comments will be focused on 22:7 as this is the key verse of the parable in this 

research.   

 Turner continues to defend his presupposition that the whole nation of Israel is not in 

scope by insisting that the reader must interpret all three parables together, and since the Two 

Sons is about Israel’s leaders, the others must be as well.735  However, when faced with 

addressing the Wedding Feast, he is forced to acknowledge that the parable does not single out 

leaders as do the previous two parables, but claims the leaders were more blameworthy for 

rejecting Jesus as evinced by 21:46.  He addresses this difficulty by denying that ethnicity plays 

a role in this part of the gospel; rather the responsive guests are a Jewish remnant and not 
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Gentiles.736  Turner does not even appear to leave open the possibility of a future kingdom made 

up of Jewish and gentile believers as Steffen does.737 

 Blomberg accepts the reality of the situation that regardless of whether leadership has 

been singled out at various points in the gospel, God now executes judgment on ‘wicked 

Israel’.738  However, he stops short of connecting 22:7 fully with the events of 70, writing ‘the 

Roman invasion of Jerusalem may be a partial fulfillment of the principles enunciated here, even 

if Jesus had Judgment Day more prominently in mind.’739  

Sapaugh leaves no such distinction when he writes, ‘This verse seems to be a clear 

reference to the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in A.D. 70.’740  Bigalke also affirms this 

view, saying 22:7 hints at the destruction of Jerusalem and the invited general masses are the 

Gentiles.741  Nolland shies away from saying 22:7 betrays knowledge of 70 CE to protect his 

view that Matthew was written before 70.742  Luz directly states that verse 7 is strange and only 

makes sense if prompted by the destruction of Jerusalem in 70.743  

The Olivet Discourse (23—25) 

Many scholars limit the scope of the fifth Matthean discourse strictly to chapter 24 and 

25, treating chapter 23 as part of a previous pericope, while others include chapter 23 as part of 

the fifth discourse.744  One reason cited for separating chapter 23 from the fifth discourse is the 
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change of audience that occurs, with the monologue being temporarily broken with a shift of 

location (24:1—2).745  This shift in setting is said to end Jesus’ last public discourse, then 

establishing a new, private discourse.746  However, Matthew utilises a similar technique in the 

third discourse of chapter 13, where Jesus transitions from the crowd to the disciples in both 

13:10 and 13:36, in addition to Matthew’s own fulfillment insertion in 13:34f.  As chapter 13 is 

treated as one discourse despite these movements and changing settings, chapter 23 should not 

be separated solely based on a change of venue.  Rather, the shift in setting utilises the same 

method as the parabolic discourse of 13, where Jesus offers public declaration and private 

exposition to his followers. 

The discourse can be thought of as segmented in matters of public and private teaching, 

but the subject of Jesus’ discourse has not changed and should not be divided from the focus of 

Jesus’ message.747  By omitting the story of the widow’s mite from Mark, Matthew welds the 

woes upon the scribes and Pharisees to the sermon on the parousia.  This welding is further 

validated by the pending destruction of the ‘house’ (23:38—39) and the predicted fall of the 

temple (24:1—2).748  Inclusion of the 23rd chapter in the discourse also aligns with the 

parallelism between the final discourse and the first discourse.749  Examination of the whole 

gospel reveals a structured symmetry through parallelism that makes the Sermon on the Mount 

and the Olivet Discourse related discourses.  There is a connection between the blessings and 
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mandates of entering the kingdom, as opposed to the woes and pending judgment of the coming 

kingdom.750  

Jesus takes a seated position at the beginning of the first discourse (5:1) as a Mosaic 

figure on the mountain delivering a new ethic.  Contrasting this is chapter 23 where Jesus takes 

up the discourse by referencing Moses’ seat and acknowledging it as a seat of authority.  

Following the change of venue in chapter 24, Jesus once again takes up the seated position on the 

mountain (24:3), which signals the shift to private instruction as seen in Matthew 13.751   

In Matthew 5, Jesus begins by describing those who are blessed by God before presenting 

his ethic of the Kingdom of Heaven.  An essential feature of that standard is that the 

righteousness of those hearing his message must surpass that of the scribes and Pharisees (5:20), 

and any practice of external piety as done by the hypocrites (6:2, 6:5, 6:16) voids reward from 

God.  In chapter 23, Jesus begins the final discourse by issuing a seven—fold series of woes 

upon the scribe and Pharisees as hypocrites bound for destruction.  One may be reminded of 

God’s promise in Leviticus 26 to bring curses seven—fold upon Israel for infidelity.752  Amidst 

these woes are persecutions for the disciples at the hands of Israel (23:29—36) as previously 

foretold in the Sermon on the Mount (5:11—12).753  In 7:15f Jesus warns against false prophets 

as he does in 24:11, invoking the imagery of the fig tree in both 7:16 and 24:32. 

 The intensifying, bitter conflict that begins this final discourse has been described as ‘the 

unloveliest chapter in the Gospel with its string of woes…’754  The multiplying woes culminate 

                                                           
750 C. Lohr, ‘Oral Techniques in the Gospel of Matthew’, CBQ 23:4 (1961): 427; J. Hood, “Matthew 23—25: The 

Extent of Jesus’ Fifth Discourse”, JBL 128:3 (2009): 540. 
751 R. Gundry, Matthew, 453. 
752 Leviticus 26:18, 26:24, 26:28. 
753 J. Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 5. 
754 B. Viviano, ‘Social World and Community Leadership: The Case of Matthew 23.1—12, 34’, JSNT 39, 1990: 3. 



229 
 
 

in verses 35—39 where the ‘righteous blood’ of the past is being ‘poured out’ upon ‘this 

generation’, followed by Jesus’ condemnation that Jerusalem’s house shall be left desolate.  

Matthew has brought the narrative to the moment where the outreach to the lost sheep has failed 

and now the house is left cursed.  Despite the effort to separate 23:38 from 10:6, the common 

themes and development logically connect the two sayings with the understanding that the 

mission to the house of Israel has returned void and Israel is found wanting. 755  The destruction 

of the house is a symbol for the divine judgment upon Israel.756   

Amidst these many parallels, one of particular importance is the mutual use of the 

‘house’ and its developing theme in Matthew.  Jesus concludes the first sermon by comparing 

those who have not listened to his words to those who have built a house on sand that will fall 

when a storm comes (7:26f).  At the conclusion of the woes Jesus laments Jerusalem and 

declares that her house is desolate (23:37f) just before pronouncing public doom on the temple 

(24:1f).  Jesus’ use of οἶκος in Matthew develops systematically to create a heightened tension 

between Jesus and Israel, resulting in the prophetic declaration of doom. 

The parable of the Two Houses is Q material where the οἰκία can only stand if built on a 

good foundation: one stands and the other falls.  In 10:6 and 15:24, Jesus makes reference to τὰ 

πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου Ἰσραήλ.  Both verses are Special M material inserted into 

passages found in Mark.  Both passages also place the lost sheep of the house Israel in contrast to 

Gentiles: ordering the disciples not to go to the Gentiles and the healing of a Canaanite woman.   
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The οἶκος Jesus refers to in 23:38 is the temple, with larger implications for the fate of 

the nation at stake.757  Jewish texts did not always distinguish between the temple and the capital 

(Ezra, 2 Baruch) with indiscriminate transitions between the two.758  Jesus’ use of ‘your house’ 

and not ‘God’s house’ invokes imagery of Ezekiel 9—11 where God’s glory departs the temple 

and Jerusalem, and takes up residence on the Mount of Olives.759  A clue to the scope of Jesus’ 

intent is the use of the Q material in 23:37—39, which quotes Psalm 118.  

Shortly before the Olivet Discourse, Jesus cites Psalm 118:22—23 as the rejected 

cornerstone following the parable of the ‘Wicked Tenants’.  Both the parable and the psalm 

quotation are found in the Markan original, but Matthew makes an important emendation to the 

text by inserting διὰ τοῦτο λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι ἀρθήσεται ἀφʼ ὑμῶν ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ 

δοθήσεται ἔθνει ποιοῦντι τοὺς καρποὺς αὐτῆς (21:43).  This special M verse is of importance in 

Matthew who places emphasis on Jesus’ use of ἔθνη.   

Jesus’ previous statements concerning τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου Ἰσραήλ are 

thematically developing late in the gospel as the future of this lost house comes into focus.  The 

disciples are told in a prior special M verse Εἰς ὁδὸν ἐθνῶν μὴ ἀπέλθητε (10:5), rather they must 

focus on τὰ πρόβατα τὰ ἀπολωλότα οἴκου Ἰσραήλ (10:6).  Jesus declares in the temple that God 

shall give the kingdom to another ἔθνει, shortly before condemning the ‘desolate house’ and 

declaring the temple’s destruction.  At the conclusion of the Olivet Discourse, Jesus will have the 

ἔθνη (πάντα τὰ ἔθνη) before him, judging them positively or negatively based on their actions.  

Finally, Jesus commissions the disciples to go to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, leaving the Promised Land 
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behind (28:19—20).  All of these references to ἔθνη appear only in Matthew and offer a narrative 

context in which the kingdom is being pulled from Israel as the exclusive ἔθνος of God. 

Israel is a lost house who has not responded to the gospel, leading Jesus to send his 

disciples to other nations.  The temple, the centre of Israel’s religious distinction, is destined for 

destruction while God is recruiting kingdom participants from the nations, who have consistently 

been a foil to Israel in the narrative.  This house theme ties directly to the parable of the Two 

Houses from the Sermon on the Mount, leading to the difficult conclusion that Israel has not 

built its house on a strong foundation: they have not heeded Jesus’ words, and that house is about 

to fall.   

Jesus’ first discourse aligns with his last as an indictment against the whole Israelite 

nation.  There will be no blessings of the kingdom of heaven for Israel as a nation, only woes.  

The house shall fall and the kingdom be given to another nation.  Understanding this relationship 

between the discourses and their connections is paramount for understanding how the Sheep and 

the Goats should be read.  It also offers insight into the manner in which Psalm 80 formulates an 

ideal backdrop for the Sheep and the Goats. 

Following the polemic, Jesus publicly declares the temple’s destruction again (24:1—2) 

before the shift to a private setting with his disciples on the Mount of Olives.  Jesus continues the 

discourse with private instructions similar to the private conversations, within the discourse, in 

Matthew 13:10 and 13:36.  The reader of Matthew is confronted with a textual intrusion in verse 

3 when the disciples ask, πότε ταῦτα ἔσται καὶ τί τὸ σημεῖον τῆς σῆς παρουσίας καὶ συντελείας 

τοῦ αἰῶνος;  Matthew has redacted Mark 13:4 where originally four disciples asked, πότε ταῦτα 

ἔσται καὶ τί τὸ σημεῖον ὅταν μέλλῃ ταῦτα συντελεῖσθαι πάντα;  The intrusion of the παρουσία is 
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noticeable, whether or not the reader has knowledge of Mark for there has been no mention at all 

of anything called the παρουσία to this point in Matthew’s gospel.  Yet here the disciples speak 

of this event as if Jesus has mentioned it before.  Though Jesus did discuss the συντελείας τοῦ 

αἰῶνος in 13:39, the παρουσία is referenced only in the Olivet Discourse (24:3, 27, 37, 39) and 

appears to be intentionally foreign to the narrative in order to draw attention to its use.760  

Jesus’ polemic against the scribes and Pharisees, and the subsequent condemnation of 

Jerusalem and its temple, occasion the disciples’ questions about the παρουσία and the end of the 

age.  France claims that Matthew intentionally expands the question to make it clear that the 

discourse concerns both the temple and also the παρουσία, which is a separate event.761  

This view is based on France’s faulty assumption that παρουσία is a technical term for 

Jesus’ world—ending eschatological return, making τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον an 

entirely separate event from the παρουσία.762  There is no clear distinction in the discourse.  

Jesus describes the ἡ παρουσία τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου in 24:27, then immediately after that 

tribulation (24:29) is τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον ἐπὶ τῶν νεφελῶν τοῦ οὐρανοῦ (24:30), 

which France falsely claims is a separate event.763   

Jesus’ declaration about the temple is a prophecy aimed at the events of 70 CE, while it is 

also claimed to be a world—ending eschatological discourse.764  Difficulty emerges in 

determining when Jesus shifts from discussing the events of the Roman—Jewish war into the 

world-ending eschatological portion of the discourse.  Where the Olivet Discourse has 
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763 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT, 924. Discussed further below. 
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commonly been viewed as shifting from the first century to the end of the world, the present 

reading accepts the entire discourse as a declaration of cataclysmic eschatology. 

 The discourse begins with woes upon the scribes and Pharisees, which transitions into a 

prophecy about the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE.  Thus, questions remain: if the discourse 

is in fact world—ending eschatology, when does the shift from 70 CE to the end occur?765  

Matthew’s incorporation of παρουσία into the text does not necessitate the definition of the 

discourse as world—ending eschatology.  As Wright has stated concerning this discourse,  

But why should we think—except for reasons of ecclesiastical and scholarly tradition—

that parousia means ‘the second coming’, and/or the downward travel on a cloud of Jesus 

and/or the ‘son of man’? Parousia means ‘presence’ as opposed to apousia, ‘absence’; 

hence it denotes the ‘arrival’ of someone not at the moment present; and it is especially 

used in relation to the visit ‘of a royal or official personage’.766 

 

Wright challenges the ‘second coming’ conclusion by drawing attention to how the passage 

clearly begins with the destruction of Jerusalem.  He argues further that the rest of the passage 

does not then move away from the events of 70, rather the passage is invested with ‘theological 

significance’.767  This does not reduce the language of Olivet to simple metaphor, rather it 

presents a scene of judgment occurring at the hands of Rome that carries the theological 

significance of Jesus’ vindication to the generation that rejected him.768  He then writes, ‘I 

suppose, why the obvious way of reading the chapter has been ignored for so long must be the 

fact that in a good deal of Christian theology the fall of Jerusalem has had no theological 

significance.’769 
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 Much of the merit surrounding Wright’s observations depends on the reader’s 

understanding of the questions asked by the disciples.  Luz believes Jesus answers neither of the 

disciples’ questions initially, nor is there any particular interest in the temple since it had already 

fallen by the time of Matthew’s composition.770  Jesus does, according to Luz, turn his sights to 

the end of the world, in verse 15 when speaking of the ‘abomination of desolation’, but there is 

no distinct delineation.771  France sees two distinct questions about the destruction of the temple 

and the end of the world, with a sharp contrast in 24:36 that shifts away from the temple and to 

the παρουσία.772  Nolland also concludes there is a two—fold scheme in the questions, though he 

says the παρουσία is a deliberate anachronism as the disciples had not yet understood Jesus 

would die and be taken, thus any divide in time leading to a ‘second coming’ could not have 

been envisioned by the disciples.773 

An examination of the Sheep and the Goats and the Olivet Discourse reveals significant 

merit for understanding the temple and the παρουσία as intertwining events, similar to Wright’s 

assessment.  Jesus does not initially dismiss the questions as Luz claims, nor is there a clear 

delineation in 24:36 as France suggests.  There is no noticeable delineation between the temple 

and the παρουσία that is clearly defined.  Nolland’s insight into the παρουσία question as an 

anachronism is accurate, but it also increases the confusion surrounding a lack of delineation 

between the temple and the παρουσία.   

If this gospel was written after the fall of 70 CE, which is probable, why intertwine the 

παρουσία into the text at all if the world did not end?  Keener suggests that when Jesus did not 
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return following the temple’s destruction, it fueled disillusionment among the Christian 

community.774  However, where is this disillusionment to be found in the primary literature of 

the era?  Returning to a point made by Wright in chapter two, why did Jesus not become a tragic 

afterthought?  Despite such a spectacularly failed prediction, no crisis appears to have overtaken 

the Christian community.  While it is possible that the discourse shifts back and forth between 70 

CE and an end yet to come, perhaps the end of the world is not the focus of the teaching. 

The Abomination of Desolation 

The ambiguous phrase τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως comes from Daniel where it appears 

three times (9:27; 11:31; 12:11) originally connected to the crisis of 167 BCE.775  Jesus clearly 

uses this term in reference to an event after 30 CE, but the cryptic nature of the phrase has led to 

a variety of interpretations historically.  Among the many proposed options for τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς 

ἐρημώσεως are a heathen desecration of the temple awaiting a future restoration, a pagan idol, 

some form of profanation by Caligula, the Roman army, the actions of the Zealots leading up to 

70 CE and the antichrist.776  

 An antichrist reading of τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως would signal a shift in time from 

the desecration of 70 CE to a period still to come.  There is, however, nothing in the text to 

indicate a shifting chronology from Jesus’ present to the distant future.  Part of the appeal to such 

a reading is due to 2 Thessalonians 2:3—4, where ὁ ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας will claim divinity by 

going εἰς τὸν ναὸν τοῦ θεοῦ καθίσαι ἀποδεικνύντα ἑαυτὸν ὅτι ἔστιν θεός.777  If in fact these are 

                                                           
774 C. Keener, Matthew, 564. 
775 W.D. Davies and D. Allison, Saint Matthew: Vol III, ICC, 345; C. Keener, Matthew, 574; D. Hagner, Matthew, 

700. 
776 M. Theophilos, The Abomination of Desolation in Matthew 24.15 (London: T&T Clark, 2012), 12—19. 
777 W.D. Davies and D. Allison, Saint Matthew: Vol III, ICC, 346.   



236 
 
 

related temple traditions then limiting the meaning of these events described by Paul to world—

ending matters is problematic.   

 Paul addresses the παρουσία and describes significant events that will take place in the 

temple while the temple still stood in Jerusalem.  There is no indication from Paul’s writing that 

he imagines the temple of his time being destroyed, ignores that destruction and looks forward to 

some point in the future when there will be yet another temple, at which time that temple will be 

desecrated.  If one eliminates the need to force all discussion of the παρουσία to the end of the 

space—time continuum, Paul’s comments have a logical association to the events of 70 CE.778 

When considering the ominous connotations of τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως with the temple 

during the time of Antiochus Epiphanes and Jesus’ declaration of the temple’s destruction, there 

is little reason to look beyond the events of 70 CE for an understanding.   

  Josephus describes the priestly bloodshed in the temple that resulted from zealot in—

fighting as having defiled the temple.779  The tradition that Antiochus IV erected a statue of Zeus 

in the temple has been compared with Caligula’s efforts to set up his own image in the temple in 

40 CE as a possible meaning of the statement.  However, Matthew redacts his Markan source in 

ways that provide insight toward his understanding of τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως. 

The rich imagery of 24:15—28 carries with it prophetic undertones of Roman imperial 

presence marching on Jerusalem to destroy them.  Jesus warns the twelve disciples that when 

they see the τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως they are to flee into the mountains.  Similar examples 

of people being warned to flee from a city doomed for destruction or to take refuge in the 
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mountains are found in Genesis 19:17, Ezekiel 7:15—16 and Zechariah 14:2—5.780  Matthew 

24:21—22 contains a hyperbolic style of language consistent with the wrath of God being poured 

out on a nation: 

ἔσται γὰρ τότε θλῖψις μεγάλη οἵα οὐ γέγονεν ἀπʼ ἀρχῆς κόσμου ἕως τοῦ νῦν οὐδʼ οὐ μὴ 

γένηται.  καὶ εἰ μὴ ἐκολοβώθησαν αἱ ἡμέραι ἐκεῖναι, οὐκ ἂν ἐσώθη πᾶσα σάρξ· διὰ δὲ 

τοὺς ἐκλεκτοὺς κολοβωθήσονται αἱ ἡμέραι ἐκεῖναι. 

 

A similar description is found in Isaiah 13:9—11 where the day of the Lord is coming on 

Babylon in the 6th century BCE: 

ἰδοὺ γὰρ ἡμέρα κυρίου ἀνίατος ἔρχεται θυμοῦ καὶ ὀργῆς θεῖναι τὴν οἰκουμένην ὅλην 

ἔρημον καὶ τοὺς ἁμαρτωλοὺς ἀπολέσαι ἐξ αὐτῆς. οἱ γὰρ ἀστέρες τοῦ οὐρανοῦ καὶ ὁ 

Ὠρίων καὶ πᾶς ὁ κόσμος τοῦ οὐρανοῦ τὸ φῶς οὐ δώσουσιν, καὶ σκοτισθήσεται τοῦ ἡλίου 

ἀνατέλλοντος, καὶ ἡ σελήνη οὐ δώσει τὸ φῶς αὐτῆς.  καὶ ἐντελοῦμαι τῇ οἰκουμένῃ ὅλῃ 

κακὰ καὶ τοῖς ἀσεβέσιν τὰς ἁμαρτίας αὐτῶν, καὶ ἀπολῶ ὕβριν ἀνόμων καὶ ὕβριν 

ὑπερηφάνων ταπεινώσω. 

The day of the Lord comes upon Israel in similar manner to what the author of Psalm 80 

describes in his plea with God to restore favour to the vineyard, while acknowledging Israel’s 

infidelity. 

Theophilos contends τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως would have been understood as the 

Roman army destroying the temple.781  The gathering of οἱ ἀετοί in 24:28 is a reference to the 

Romans as part of the larger imperial symbolism of 24:27—31.782  Contrary to those who would 

say ἀετοί represents vultures eating carrion, ancient writers such as Aristotle, Pliny the Elder and 

Aelianus make a clear distinction between vultures and eagles.  Likewise, the LXX version of 

Job distinguishes between the hawk (ἱέραξ, 39:26), the eagle (ἀετός, 39:27a) and the vulture 
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(γὺψ, 39:27b).783  Josephus further describes the approach of Titus upon Jerusalem with the army 

carrying ensigns containing the eagle and trumpets: περὶ τὸν αἰετὸν αἱ σημαῖαι, καὶ ἔμπροσθεν οἱ 

σαλπικταὶ τῶν σημαιῶν.784 

The assumption that conjoining πτῶμα with ἀετός means vultures are feasting on corpses 

is also unsubstantiated for several reasons.  ‘The twenty—eight uses of ἀετός and the twenty—

one uses of πτῶμα in the LXX do not appear in the same chapter, let alone the same verse.’785 

Further, despite the assumption that vultures are devouring carcasses, no verb describes 

consumption of anything, nor is there any indication that the birds eat the bodies.  Only three of 

the twenty—eight references to ἀετός in the LXX describe eating (Proverbs 24:22; 30:17; 

Habakkuk 1:8), and none of those three verses describes eagles eating corpses.786  

The arrival of Rome to bring war as the Danielic τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως is further 

validated by Jesus’ statement in 23:38, ἰδοὺ ἀφίεται ὑμῖν ὁ οἶκος ὑμῶν ἔρημος.   The coming 

eagle bringing desolation is language found in Deuteronomy 28:49 when God promises to curse 

Israel for their infidelity: ἐπάξει κύριος ἐπὶ σὲ ἔθνος μακρόθεν ἀπʼ ἐσχάτου τῆς γῆς ὡσεὶ ὅρμημα 

ἀετοῦ, ἔθνος, ὃ οὐκ ἀκούσῃ τῆς φωνῆς αὐτοῦ.  Jesus’ warning to take flight is accompanied by a 

warning not to be drawn in by false Christ and false prophets: ὥσπερ γὰρ ἡ ἀστραπὴ ἐξέρχεται 

ἀπὸ ἀνατολῶν καὶ φαίνεται ἕως δυσμῶν, οὕτως ἔσται ἡ παρουσία τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου 

(24:27).  There is an expectation here that a campaign of destruction is underway that will take 
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enough time for false christs and false prophets to make deceptive claims.  Jesus makes it clear, 

however, that the παρουσία will be obvious. 

The Problem of the Parousia 

Having warned of τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως and the gathering of οἱ ἀετοί, Jesus continues the 

discourse by saying:  

Εὐθέως δὲ μετὰ τὴν θλῖψιν τῶν ἡμερῶν ἐκείνων 

  ὁ ἥλιος σκοτισθήσεται, 

 καὶ ἡ σελήνη οὐ δώσει τὸ φέγγος αὐτῆς, 

  καὶ οἱ ἀστέρες πεσοῦνται ἀπὸ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ, 

 καὶ αἱ δυνάμεις τῶν οὐρανῶν σαλευθήσονται. 

καὶ τότε φανήσεται τὸ σημεῖον τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐν οὐρανῷ, καὶ τότε κόψονται 

πᾶσαι αἱ φυλαὶ τῆς γῆς καὶ ὄψονται τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον ἐπὶ τῶν νεφελῶν 

τοῦ οὐρανοῦ μετὰ δυνάμεως καὶ δόξης πολλῆς· καὶ ἀποστελεῖ τοὺς ἀγγέλους αὐτοῦ μετὰ 

σάλπιγγος μεγάλης, καὶ ἐπισυνάξουσιν τοὺς ἐκλεκτοὺς αὐτοῦ ἐκ τῶν τεσσάρων ἀνέμων 

ἀπʼ ἄκρων οὐρανῶν ἕως [τῶν] ἄκρων αὐτῶν. (Matthew 24:29—31) 

 

This is the moment of the coming Son of Man, another possibility for the point in the text where 

a world—ending eschatological time shift occurs, taking the reader to the end of the space—time 

continuum.787  More specifically to Matthew’s text, τὸ σημεῖον τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐν 

οὐρανῷ shall be manifest. 

 The coming of the Son of Man takes place εὐθέως after the tribulation described in the 

abomination incident.  Explanations for the dramatic shift in time and the use of εὐθέως vary.  

One option suggests that 24:15—28 also concerns the distant future, making the παρουσία an 

event that does occur εὐθέως after that tribulation.788  Another option views εὐθέως as linking 

the tribulation of 70 CE with the final tribulation, without the necessity of a chronological 
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εὐθέως.789  There is also a contention that the tribulation of verses 15—28 has a double meaning 

for both 70 CE and the end of the world, or to separate τὸ σημεῖον τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐν 

οὐρανῷ from the actual coming with the use of τότε twice.790  Additionally, it can be argued that 

Jesus had immediately expected the physical arrival of the Son of Man from Matthew 10:23 and 

that he was mistaken.791 

 Contrary to these various suggestions is the possibility that Jesus was not speaking of the 

end of the world, nor was he mistaken about this prophecy.  As described in the previous section, 

the image of the heavenly portents, such as the darkening of the sun, are found in passages such 

as Isaiah 13 and Joel 2 to describe the coming of God’s wrath, not the end of the space—time 

continuum.  Yet the παρουσία of Jesus has become so intertwined with a world—ending reading 

of Paul’s letters that the Olivet Discourse is assumed to follow the same trajectory.   

Paul’s Parousia 

Paul has been described as an apocalyptic pastor whose Thessalonian congregation is 

waiting for the end to come at any moment, while his Corinthian congregation dismissed the 

importance of the resurrection.792  There are two problems with defining the παρουσία in 

Matthew through the writings of Paul.  First is the assumption that Paul was preaching a world—

ending παρουσία.  Second is the assumption that Matthew and Paul are using παρουσία in the 

exact same manner.   

Eschatological and apocalyptic thinking has unnecessarily limited the meaning of 

παρουσία to an end of the world model.  While the word means ‘presence’, it was used in 
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various ways in the ancient world.  Within the Hellenistic world it denoted the presence of a 

deity, such as during the time of a sacrifice in the cult of Hermes.793  Additionally, the word was 

used in describing the royal presence of such figures as Germanicus, Ptolemy Philometor and 

Cleopatra.794  These comparative concepts of the royal and divine presence can be found in 

examples of Israel’s enemies facing defeat at the hands of Yahweh (Isaiah 19:1—2, 30:27; 

Habakkuk 3.3—15).795  Therefore, to limit Matthew or Paul to using the παρουσία exclusively 

within world—ending terms fails to acknowledge possibilities for meaning that are within the 

broader scope of its definition. 

Paul clarifies to the Thessalonian church what the παρουσία means for those who have 

already died.  He emphasises to the Thessalonians that those who are alive will not precede those 

who have died in Christ.  Just as Jesus died and rose, so also ὁ θεὸς τοὺς κοιμηθέντας διὰ τοῦ 

Ἰησοῦ ἄξει σὺν αὐτῷ (1 Thessalonians 4:14).  Paul continues:  

Τοῦτο γὰρ ὑμῖν λέγομεν ἐν λόγῳ κυρίου, ὅτι ἡμεῖς οἱ ζῶντες οἱ περιλειπόμενοι εἰς τὴν 

παρουσίαν τοῦ κυρίου οὐ μὴ φθάσωμεν τοὺς κοιμηθέντας· ὅτι αὐτὸς ὁ κύριος ἐν 

κελεύσματι, ἐν φωνῇ ἀρχαγγέλου καὶ ἐν σάλπιγγι θεοῦ, καταβήσεται ἀπʼ οὐρανοῦ καὶ οἱ 

νεκροὶ ἐν Χριστῷ ἀναστήσονται πρῶτον,  ἔπειτα ἡμεῖς οἱ ζῶντες οἱ περιλειπόμενοι ἅμα 

σὺν αὐτοῖς ἁρπαγησόμεθα ἐν νεφέλαις εἰς ἀπάντησιν τοῦ κυρίου εἰς ἀέρα· καὶ οὕτως 

πάντοτε σὺν κυρίῳ ἐσόμεθα. Ὥστε παρακαλεῖτε ἀλλήλους ἐν τοῖς λόγοις τούτοις. (1 

Thessalonians 4:15—18) 

 

Paul refers to the same event in 1 Corinthians 15:23—28 when he writes:  

ἕκαστος δὲ ἐν τῷ ἰδίῳ τάγματι· ἀπαρχὴ Χριστός, ἔπειτα οἱ τοῦ Χριστοῦ ἐν τῇ παρουσίᾳ 

αὐτοῦ, εἶτα τὸ τέλος, ὅταν παραδιδῷ τὴν βασιλείαν τῷ θεῷ καὶ πατρί, ὅταν καταργήσῃ 

πᾶσαν ἀρχὴν καὶ πᾶσαν ἐξουσίαν καὶ δύναμιν. δεῖ γὰρ αὐτὸν βασιλεύειν ἄχρι οὗ θῇ 

πάντας τοὺς ἐχθροὺς ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας αὐτοῦ. ἔσχατος ἐχθρὸς καταργεῖται ὁ θάνατος· 

πάντα γὰρ ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας αὐτοῦ.  ὅταν δὲ εἴπῃ ὅτι πάντα ὑποτέτακται, δῆλον 
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ὅτι ἐκτὸς τοῦ ὑποτάξαντος αὐτῷ τὰ πάντα.  ὅταν δὲ ὑποταγῇ αὐτῷ τὰ πάντα, τότε [καὶ] 

αὐτὸς ὁ υἱὸς ὑποταγήσεται τῷ ὑποτάξαντι αὐτῷ τὰ πάντα, ἵνα ᾖ ὁ θεὸς [τὰ] πάντα ἐν 

πᾶσιν.  

Both passages describe the hope believers have in Christ that through his death and resurrection 

that they too will rise and be led into the presence of God.  Their world—ending connotations are 

more difficult to ascertain. 

 Paul’s vision of the παρουσία involves the dead in Christ rising to be with Christ first, 

then those are alive will be caught up into the ‘clouds’ to meet them.  Paul’s παρουσία 

description in 1 Thessalonians 4 has some similarities with Matthew 24:29—31, such as the 

trumpets and clouds, but significant differences are also present.796  Matthew does not describe 

Jesus descending from heaven, nor is there a resurrection of the dead in the Olivet Discourse.  

On the contrary, Matthew describes the resurrection of the saints who have fallen asleep at the 

time of the crucifixion:  

καὶ τὰ μνημεῖα ἀνεῴχθησαν καὶ πολλὰ σώματα τῶν κεκοιμημένων ἁγίων ἠγέρθησαν,  

καὶ ἐξελθόντες ἐκ τῶν μνημείων μετὰ τὴν ἔγερσιν αὐτοῦ εἰσῆλθον εἰς τὴν ἁγίαν πόλιν 

καὶ ἐνεφανίσθησαν πολλοῖς. (27:52—53) 

The language between the two authors has some similarity, but Paul is describing events 

surrounding the παρουσία while Matthew is talking about the crucifixion.  In 1 Corinthians 15 

Paul claims that Jesus will rise as the first fruits, then those in Christ will rise at the παρουσία.  

Part of this mystery is the change in a blink of an eye where presumably those still alive 

at the παρουσία will instantly have a spiritual body.797  Paul is apparently unaware of the 

resurrection tradition from Matthew 27, otherwise it would have served his arguments in both 1 
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Thessalonians and 1 Corinthians to mention that several sleeping saints had risen from the dead 

already.   

 Paul’s παρουσία is not limited to matters of death and resurrection as the temple also 

plays a role in the unfolding of these events.  He describes the events of the παρουσία in 

connection with the day of the Lord that would come like a thief in the night (1 Thessalonians 

5:1—3).  Turning to 2 Thessalonians 2:1—12, which was discussed briefly above in connection 

with the ‘Abomination of Desolation’, Paul further clarifies the events of the παρουσία.  He 

writes in 2 Thessalonians 2:3—4:  

μή τις ὑμᾶς ἐξαπατήσῃ κατὰ μηδένα τρόπον. ὅτι ἐὰν μὴ ἔλθῃ ἡ ἀποστασία πρῶτον καὶ 

ἀποκαλυφθῇ ὁ ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας, ὁ υἱὸς τῆς ἀπωλείας, ὁ ἀντικείμενος καὶ 

ὑπεραιρόμενος ἐπὶ πάντα λεγόμενον θεὸν ἢ σέβασμα, ὥστε αὐτὸν εἰς τὸν ναὸν τοῦ θεοῦ 

καθίσαι ἀποδεικνύντα ἑαυτὸν ὅτι ἔστιν θεός 

Though the παρουσία will come like a thief in the night, the man of lawlessness must first be 

revealed through his actions in the temple.   

 Here the apocalyptic imagination can conjure images of the antichrist who will come 

during the great tribulation at the end of time and defile the temple by taking his place on God’s 

throne in the Holy of Holies.798  The difficulty with this view is that the temple still stood in 

Paul’s day with no imminent earthly reason to believe it would be defiled.  Paul’s statement in 2 

Thessalonians was part of the tradition Paul referred to as the ‘word of the Lord’ in 1 

Thessalonians 5:15, and probably relates to Jesus’ temple prediction.  Paul nowhere describes 

any expectation that the temple of his day will be destroyed, followed by the construction of 

another temple and then that temple will be defiled by the ὁ ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας.   
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 Paul does use ναός metaphorically in 1 Corinthians 3:16—17 and 1 Corinthians 6:19, but 

the wording in 2 Thessalonians 2 makes it improbable he is imagining a metaphorical temple.799 

Both Jesus and ὁ ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας will have a παρουσία, the latter being ἡ παρουσία κατʼ 

ἐνέργειαν τοῦ Σατανᾶ ἐν πάσῃ δυνάμει καὶ σημείοις καὶ τέρασιν ψεύδους (2 Thessalonians 2:9).  

These events correlate to ἡ ἀποστασία, which is not defined by Paul, but the word had both 

religious and political connotations at this time.  To commit ἀποστασία is to move away or 

abandon a position and was used by Josephus to describe the Jewish revolt against Rome.800  The 

LXX features several uses of ἀποστασία as rebellion (Joshua 22:22; 2 Chronicles 29:19, 33:19; 

Jeremiah 2:19).801 

 These differing strands of Paul’s παρουσία are difficult to synthesise into a complete 

picture as they are devoid of a narrative context.  Paul was expecting events in the temple to take 

place, some form of resurrection for which Christ was the prototype, rebellion and ultimately 

comfort regarding eternal life for those in Christ.  Additionally, the Lord would descend while 

believers would be caught up in the clouds to meet him in the air.  Why does the Lord need to 

descend from heaven and gather up believers to meet him in the clouds?  Read with an eye 

toward literalism this is a bizarre image of Jesus meeting newly resurrected Christians in the sky 

before coming to judge the earth.  Paul is alluding to the imperial imagery of royal visitation, 

where believers shall be gathered into his heavenly presence as the day of the Lord descends on 

earth in judgment.802  The imperial imagery is bolstered by Paul writing of the παρουσία of ὁ 

ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας as τῇ ἐπιφανείᾳ τῆς παρουσίας αὐτοῦ.  An ἐπιφανείᾳ invoked divine and 
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royal imagery, such as a coin struck by Hadrian that read ‘epiphany of Augustus’, or perhaps a 

reminder of Antiochus Epiphanes.803  The closest parallel to Matthew’s description of the 

παρουσία is found in this temple passage. 

 Matthew’s Jesus describes no ὁ ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας, though he says διὰ τὸ 

πληθυνθῆναι τὴν ἀνομίαν ψυγήσεται ἡ ἀγάπη τῶν πολλῶν (Matthew 24:12).  Further, Matthew’s 

τὸ βδέλυγμα τῆς ἐρημώσεως is neuter, though as previously discussed the Roman imperial 

connotations are evident in a manner like the ἐπιφανείᾳ Paul describes.  Matthew and Paul have 

enough parallels to believe they are, at least in part, working from a similar tradition, though they 

are not identical.   

 Wright argues that Paul is familiar with the tradition of the imminent destruction of 

Jerusalem, which in part contributes to his grief concerning his fellow Jews (Romans 9—11).804 

The events concerning the day of the Lord described in 2 Thessalonians are distinct from the 

παρουσία described in 1 Thessalonians 4 and 1 Corinthians 15, and certainly different from the 

reordering of the universe in Romans 8.805  Wright may be correct, but the distinction is not 

evident in Paul’s letters, as he moves from the παρουσία to the ἡ ἡμέρα τοῦ κυρίου over the 

course of one long Greek sentence.   

 The apostasy and the events in the temple are described as coming first, and following 

Wright’s analysis, the Thessalonians would have noticed if time had ended regardless of whether 

they received a letter about the situation or not.806  More pressing is whether Paul expected the 
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παρουσία, the events of the temple and the recreation of Romans all to coincide?  Without more 

information to draw from this is uncertain, though the mutual use of παρουσία for Christ and ὁ 

ἄνθρωπος τῆς ἀνομίας in conjunction with the day of the Lord make it feasible.  Would Paul 

have understood the events of 70 to be the same thing he spoke of in 2 Thessalonians?  Probably, 

though it may not have met the total expectation of what he imagined.  Josephus describes the 

scene of Titus walking into the temple with his commanders, taking in the architecture before the 

structure is burned to the ground.807  It is improbable for Paul to have dismissed this event 

completely from his description in 2 Thessalonians, opting rather for another event down the 

road featuring the antichrist.  

 Contrary to Paul, Matthew provides a full narrative description where his development 

can be traced from start to finish.  Matthew offers no evidence of a resurrection from the dead in 

the παρουσία, the only such event is found during the crucifixion.  The discourse clearly begins 

with the judgment on Israel, directly quotes Daniel 7 to emphasise the fulfillment of the vision 

and provides no internal reason to believe the discourse is leaping forward and backward in time.  

Paul and Matthew probably draw from a common tradition, but whether they have identical 

explanations and understandings is inconclusive.  It therefore makes little sense to interpret 

Matthew through the primer of what it is believed Paul meant in fragments of his theology when 

Matthew provides a complete narrative framework.   

 Matthew and Paul may have been in complete agreement about the παρουσία or had 

strong differences.  Differences seem evident, which is not problematic unless one insists the two 

must be saying the same thing.  Paul’s version of the παρουσία is an important testimony of early 
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Christianity, but it is not the authoritative lens for the interpretation of Matthew’s discourse.  

Matthew tells a complete story, and his story of the παρουσία does not concern the end of the 

world: it is the end of the age of Judaism.  Whether Paul shared this view does not concern 

Matthew, who wrote several years after Paul from a different vantage point.  Matthew may be at 

complete odds with Paul, but this cannot be fully ascertained from the available data.  Therefore, 

having briefly consulted Paul, Matthew will be interpreted through his narrative, based on the 

internal data of his gospel. 

The Coming Son of Man and the Parousia   

Jesus’ pronouncement of doom on the temple carries the motif of a visitation of Yahweh 

in wrath upon Israel.  Divorcing τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον from the events described in 

Jerusalem is not warranted by the text.  Matthew is describing the path of the Messiah through 

Daniel 7, where Jesus takes his throne by the Ancient of Days in heaven.  Matthew develops this 

theme by redacting Mark 13:26 to include καὶ τότε φανήσεται τὸ σημεῖον τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ 

ἀνθρώπου ἐν οὐρανῷ (24:30).  The sign has been variously imagined as a cross, some form of 

light, or a cosmic ensign signaling the great eschatological battle that will end the world when 

the Son of Man tears through the clouds to earth.808  However, the language provides for 

understanding the sign not in the sky, but rather as the temple’s destruction, which validates the 

Son of Man’s enthronement in heaven.  In this retelling of Daniel 7, the Son of Man is not 

coming to earth, he is accepting his kingdom in heaven from the Ancient of Days.809  Jesus’ 

prophecy about the temple’s fall is the sign that validates his claims that he is the Son of Man. 
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 The mourning of πᾶσαι αἱ φυλαὶ τῆς γῆς is language consistent with the visitation of 

Yahweh in wrath as evident from Isaiah 13:9, 11:  

ἰδοὺ γὰρ ἡμέρα κυρίου ἀνίατος ἔρχεται θυμοῦ καὶ ὀργῆς θεῖναι τὴν οἰκουμένην ὅλην 

ἔρημον καὶ τοὺς ἁμαρτωλοὺς ἀπολέσαι ἐξ αὐτῆς… καὶ ἔσονται οἱ καταλελειμμένοι 

ἔντιμοι μᾶλλον ἢ τὸ χρυσίον τὸ ἄπυρον, καὶ ὁ ἄνθρωπος μᾶλλον ἔντιμος ἔσται ἢ ὁ λίθος 

ὁ ἐκ Σουφιρ.  

The tribes will not mourn because Jesus is floating through the sky to the earth, they will mourn 

because their nation has been ravaged by the swooping eagle that is Rome.  Israel’s defeat is 

evidence that Yahweh, seated upon the cherubim, did not act on their behalf.    

 Matthew’s switch from the second personal plural ἴδητε to the disciples throughout the 

discourse to the third person plural ὄψονται for the coming Son of Man is not indicative of two 

separate time frames.  When Jesus stands before the Sanhedrin in 26:64 he declares: 

  ἀπʼ ἄρτι ὄψεσθε τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου 

 καθήμενον ἐκ δεξιῶν τῆς δυνάμεως 

 καὶ ἐρχόμενον ἐπὶ τῶν νεφελῶν τοῦ οὐρανοῦ. 

 

Jesus directly tells his accusers that from now, they will that he is enthroned in heaven and his 

prophetic message was valid.  His death and resurrection will lead to his heavenly enthronement, 

which will result in the temple’s destruction.  Matthew makes it clear in 27:62—66 that the same 

Sanhedrin who engineered Jesus’ death understood he had preached his own resurrection.  This 

narrative development creates a distinction between those who will mourn at the coming 

judgment and those who will be validated for their loyalty to the heavenly Son of Man.   

 The sound of the trumpet has an intriguing double meaning here, neither of which bears 

association with the end of the world.  First, the trumpet is an indication of pending destruction 

and wrath in conjunction with war (Isaiah 18:3; Jeremiah 4:5—19; Ezekiel 7:14; Joel 2:1).  
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Josephus described the coming of Titus and the Romans with ensigns bearing the symbol of the 

eagle and the blowing of trumpets.810  Second, the blowing of the trumpets reflects a call for the 

tribes of Israel lost to Assyria to return and worship at Zion (Isaiah 27:13).811    

France’s conclusions regarding τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον and his παρουσία are 

most unusual.  While τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον is commonly the point where scholars 

shift the timeline to the end of the world, he accepts the Daniel 7 heavenly enthronement reading 

as related to the events that will come upon Jesus’ γενεὰ.  However, France then divorces the 

παρουσία from the use of υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον, claiming they are two distinct events, 

where the παρουσία is world—ending eschatology.812   

The logic behind this argument is that the words ἐρχόμενον and παρουσία are used to 

differentiate two separate events.813  The problem for France comes in 25:31—46: he deems this 

story as the final judgment at the παρουσία, yet ἔλθῃ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου rather than παρουσία 

is used in the passage.  If the coming and the παρουσία are decisively separate events, surely 

Matthew could have used παρουσία in the passage.  France attempts to avoid this paradox by 

saying the focus on the παρουσία from 24:36 to 25:30 associate the Sheep and the Goats with the 

παρουσία.  However, his own method will not permit such a reading. 

The παρουσία is mentioned in 24:3, 24:27, 24:37 and 24:39 with the latter two described 

as ἡ παρουσία τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου.  Variations of Jesus’ ‘coming’ are found in 24:30, 24:42, 

24:44, 24:46, 24:50 and 25:31. The υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου comes in 24:30, 44 and 25:31, while ὁ 
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813 R.T. France, Matthew, NICNT, 923—924. 



250 
 
 

κύριος is coming in 24:42, 46 and 50.  These two concepts of ἐρχόμενον and παρουσία are so 

interwoven that France’s separation of them has no merit.  Breaking his own method to make 

25:31—46 fit his παρουσία model shows the failure of his hypothesis.  Additionally, France 

interprets the ingathering of 24:31 at τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐρχόμενον as the call to return to 

God in worship borrowed from passages such as Deuteronomy 30 and Isaiah 27.814  Yet the ἔλθῃ 

ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου and the ingathering of the nations suddenly becomes world—ending 

eschatology.815  

Forcing these two passages into two separate events is unnecessary and unwarranted in 

the text.  The ingathering of 24:31 concerns the ἐκλεκτοὺς, while πάντα τὰ ἔθνη are described in 

25:31.  If the ἐκλεκτοὺς are those who have accepted the terms of the new covenant and 

responded to the missionary journey, then they must be numbered among πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  France 

described the Son of Man’s coming in relationship to Daniel 7 with great accuracy, but he fails 

decisively in his attempt to turn the παρουσία into end of the world language.  Moving into a 

παρουσία passage like 24:36—41, there is evidence Jesus did not change course, as he is still 

talking about the coming judgment on Jerusalem. 

‘Left Behind’ 

There is also the matter of those being ‘taken’ in the hour of judgment in Matthew 

24:40—41.  Some imagine these verses as describing a ‘Left Behind’ rapture event.816  However, 

it is an understatement to say that such a view ‘rests on an uncertain foundation.’817  One 
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obstacle with a ‘rapture’ view is whether being ‘taken’ is a positive or negative event in 

Matthew.  A wholistic reading of Matthew’s narrative indicates that those who are taken are 

taken in judgment, not as deliverance from tribulation.  France states,  

We are not told where or why they are ‘taken,’ and the similar sayings in vv. 17—18 

about people caught out in the course of daily life by the Roman advance presupposed a 

situation of threat rather than of rescue; to be ‘taken’ in such circumstances would be a 

negative experience…818 

 

Blomberg affirms the negative nature of being taken as verses 40—41 parallel verse 39 where 

the flood ‘swept away’ those being judged, not those being delivered from judgment.819 

 In the parable of the Wheat and the Weeds (13:24—30) and its explanation (13:36—43), 

Jesus teaches that ὁ δὲ θερισμὸς συντέλεια αἰῶνός ἐστιν (13:39), which corresponds to the 

disciples’ question about συντελείας τοῦ αἰῶνος in 24:3.  The meaning of the parable is 

explained that the lawless and wicked are those taken by the angels to judgment while the 

righteous remain in the kingdom of God.820  Of further importance in the parable is that both the 

wheat and weeds are gathered together (13:30) to meet separate fates.  While Matthew 24:31 

speaks of the elect being gathered, 24:40—41 speaks of the wicked being gathered.821  Jesus 

further validates the negativity of being taken in 24:39 when he warns οὐκ ἔγνωσαν shall be 

swept away in judgment.  This explains his exhortation to γρηγορεῖτε (24:42) for the coming 

thief, lest the disciples be caught unaware and swept away. 
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Merkle has argued that this imagery of being taken to judgment can be found in the Old 

Testament amongst the prophets who spoke of destruction coming upon Israel and Judah.  An 

example appears in Isaiah 4:2—4, which is part of an oracle about the coming destruction upon 

Judah and their exile, where God promises δοξάσαι τὸ καταλειφθὲν τοῦ Ισραηλ.  Only after the 

filth of the nation is taken away (Isaiah 3:1—3) do those who are left behind become the 

righteous remnant of God’s people.  A similar scene is found in Jeremiah 6:11—12 where God 

promises to ‘seize’ (συλλαμβάνω) the young, old and married in an act of judgment upon 

Jerusalem at the hands of Babylon.  Likewise, in Zephaniah 3:11—12 God states, τότε περιελῶ 

ἀπὸ σοῦ τὰ φαυλίσματα τῆς ὕβρεώς σου… καὶ ὑπολείψομαι ἐν σοὶ λαὸν πραῢν καὶ ταπεινόν.822  

The preponderance of prophetic language used in Matthew 24, as well as the judgment 

theme, further validate these comparisons.  Merkle fails to draw out some of the additional 

common themes in Matthew.  For instance, in Jeremiah 6:11—12 there is a pairing of groups 

together, the νήπια and the νεανίσκων, the ἀνὴρ and the γυνὴ, when the hand of the Lord is 

stretched out upon ἀγροὶ καὶ αἱ γυναῖκες.  These are not identical to Matthew 24, but the pairing 

of types of people and the agricultural settings are common.  Likewise, in Zephaniah 3:11—12 

God looks to leave a righteous remnant of πραῢν καὶ ταπεινόν after promising, διότι ἐν πυρὶ 

ζήλους μου καταναλωθήσεται πᾶσα ἡ γῆ.  This oracle has much in common with Matthew 5:5, 

μακάριοι οἱ πραεῖς, ὅτι αὐτοὶ κληρονομήσουσιν τὴν γῆν. 

The verb παραλαμβάνω is used positively in Matthew 2:13, 14, 20, 21.823  However, to 

argue that those who went into the ark were ‘taken’ and those left behind perished is a 
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misunderstanding of Jesus in 24:38—39.824  They who are left behind are swept away in the 

judgment as they did not know the cataclysm was coming.  Noah and his family did know it was 

coming, hence the reason for build and entering the ark.  The verb παραλαμβάνω is also used 

negatively in Matthew 27:27, Τότε οἱ στρατιῶται τοῦ ἡγεμόνος παραλαβόντες τὸν Ἰησοῦν εἰς τὸ 

πραιτώριον συνήγαγον ἐπʼ αὐτὸν ὅλην τὴν σπεῖραν.825  In addition to Merkle’s deduction, the 

use of both παραλαβόντες and συνήγαγον in 27:27 follows the current line of argumentation that 

the Olivet Discourse envisions Roman imperial presence in the use of the verb συνάγω in 27:27 

for the Roman soldiers and for the gathering of the eagles in 24:28.   

A comprehensive reading of Matthew affirms Merkle’s thesis that the ‘left behind’ verses 

of Matthew 24 are not a rapture, they are verses speaking of the arrival of Rome upon Jerusalem.  

Those who fail to heed Jesus’ command to flee the mountains (24:16) will be left to face 

judgment similar to that previously brought on Israel and Judaea for covenantal infidelity.  

Considering also the fact that the Olivet Discourse was occasioned by confrontations with both 

the Pharisees and Sadducees, the words of John the Baptist to those two groups from the 

beginning of Matthew have an ominous echo in Matthew 24, τίς ὑπέδειξεν ὑμῖν φυγεῖν ἀπὸ τῆς 

μελλούσης ὀργῆς (3:7).  Those who do not adhere to Jesus’ words and fail to flee shall face the 

coming wrath.   

Jesus presents the disciples with signs, exhorts them to diligently watch and be prepared 

for events to happen in ἡ γενεὰ αὕτη.  He also tells the disciples that only the Father knows τῆς 

ἡμέρας ἐκείνης καὶ ὥρας (24:36).  Despite Jesus having just spoken of the events happening in 

this generation, many writers use this line to emphasize the complete unknowability of the 
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παρουσία as it relates to world—ending eschatology.  Matthew’s Jesus is said to be discouraging 

attempts to calculate when the end will come.826  Another approach is to say Jesus is preventing 

undue expectation or exploitation of those suffering to avoid predicting signs of the end.827  

Ignorance of the παρουσία is said to be the predominant theme in the next several pericopes 

running to Matthew 25:13.828   

Matthew’s Jesus has already told the disciples that judgment is coming on Israel, and the 

author’s audience knows Jerusalem fell.  When God warned Noah that the flood was coming and 

to prepare, it came in his lifetime.  Jesus has told the disciples about imminent judgment on the 

generation and gives the disciples direct instructions to ‘watch’ (24:42; 25:13) and be ready 

because the Son of Man is coming unexpectedly (24:44; 25:13).  Keener claims that to watch 

does not mean to look for or immediately anticipate the event, rather it is the language of a night 

watchman.829  What sense does it make to watch for an event that cannot imminently occur?   

Not knowing the day or the hour in a discourse that is warning of imminent judgment and 

the need to watch for it hardly speaks to a lack of imminent expectation.  Jesus does not say that 

no one knows the millennia, alluding to some distant παρουσία.  On the contrary, the expectation 

of an imminent event that will come upon the generation with life and death consequences 

necessitates watching.  The dual significance of Israel’s tragic loss of life, and the covenantal 

implications of Jerusalem’s destruction are profound and can come any moment upon the people 

of that era.    
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The potential for seeing the text from a first—century perspective as God’s wrath poured 

out on Israel via Rome gives new insight and possibilities for understanding the scene of 

judgment found in the Sheep and the Goats.  Having previously detailed the argument that Psalm 

80 (79 LXX) was a key source behind the Sheep and the Goats, the reason why Matthew used it 

as a source text will now be discussed. Within the paradigm of a Roman invasion perspective, 

the use of Psalm 80 as backdrop to the Sheep and the Goats creates new possibilities for 

understanding the passage as a teaching of cataclysmic eschatological judgment revealing a new 

order in God’s kingdom.  Since the Son of Man’s παρουσία from 24:29—31 appears to be the 

same event described in the Sheep and the Goats, comments on those verses will be offered 

below as well.            

Judgment upon Israel 

The destruction of 70 is in mind as is the doom of Israel, which Jesus has been preaching in true 

prophetic fashion.830  The books of Kings, Chronicles and the prophets are full of poor leadership 

that did not excuse Israel from culpability.  On the contrary, Israel’s national decline operated in 

conjunction with its series of ungodly kings and poor shepherds.  2 Baruch addresses a similar 

point where the ten tribes of Israel were carried into captivity because their kings forced them to 

sin.831 

This complex development is paramount to understanding the importance of the Son of 

Man standing before πάντα τὰ ἔθνη and placing the ἔθνη at his right and designating them as 

sheep.  Should it not be Israel and the nations standing before the Son of Man with Israel taking 

                                                           
830 See Jeremiah 3:1—5, 4:1—31, 21:1—14; Ezekiel 4:1—17, 7:1—27, 11:1—25 as a few examples of this type of 

preaching. 
8312 Baruch 1:2—3. 
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the honourary place on the right as sheep and the nations as goats?  No such distinction is made 

as it is just ἔθνη before the Son of Man.   

Matthew uses Psalm 79 LXX to address the role of the Messiah in the aftermath of 

national tragedy.  Missionary efforts had advanced the Jesus movement around the empire, 

leading to a variety of gentile converts.  Where 4 Ezra 13 or 2 Baruch 35—40 imagine the 

vindication of Israel and the defeat of Rome, Matthew presents a scene of judgment where the 

Gentiles are rewarded for their treatment of the least of Jesus’ brethren.  Matthew delivers the 

message that when the Son of Man at the right hand came, Israel did not return to Yahweh as the 

psalmist claimed they would.  Therefore, the vineyard is given to another people.   

Matthew takes the psalmist’s reminder of how God cast out the ἔθνη to plant the 

ἀμπελών and redacted it to meet the needs of his messianic argument.  God cast out the Gentiles 

in order to plant the vineyard, and now he casts Israel out of the vineyard and gives it to those 

Gentiles.  This scene of judgment is shocking as the contrast is not of Israel and gentile, rather all 

who assemble before God are the Gentiles and only the Gentiles receive the place of God’s 

favour.  Israel is not mentioned by name in this gathering, as if to indicate their distinction from 

the Gentiles has been lost.   

The σῦς and the ἔριφος 

The use of ἔριφος in contrast to πρόβατα is an interesting juxtaposition of images 

considering the ἔριφος are being condemned.  In Psalm 80 Israel is associated with πρόβατα 

while the gentile Assyrians, who have won victory over Israel, are described as σῦς ἐκ δρυμοῦ 

who have come to the vineyard and καὶ μονιὸς ἄγριος κατενεμήσατο αὐτήν (79:14).  Psalm 79 

LXX renders the Hebrew יר  as σῦς, a Greek word found only here in the LXX.  The word חֲזִּ
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ἔριφος is likewise unusual in the New Testament, appearing three times, twice in the Sheep and 

the Goats and once in Luke 15:29.   

Why did Matthew’s Jesus not use σῦς in the Sheep and the Goats if he is using Psalm 79 

LXX?  Philo uses σῦς several times in his writings in a manner that is pejorative or unclean.  

There are two references to σῦς in ‘On Husbandry’.  The first is On Husbandry 144, which 

compares the lifestyle of sophists to the σῦς because they live a disorderly life driven by base 

desires.832  In the next line Philo clarifies the analogy by acknowledging that σῦς is an unclean 

animal, dividing the hoof and not splitting the cud.833   

Two more references to σῦς are found in ‘On Dreams’ where he compares the σῦς and 

the lion to ravenous and savage beasts, probably intending σῦς to be understood as ‘wild 

boar’.834  Two lines later Philo compares treacherous men with σῦς (boars), serpents and asps.835  

He also contrasts domesticated animal heards living near cities to wild animals, like σῦς and 

lions who stay away from cities for fear of men.836  Philo also uses σῦς along with τράγος, 

another word for goat, twice in ‘The Special Laws’.  First, he says men who marry barren 

women for sexual pleasure are like σῦς or τράγος .837  He makes a second such analogy later in 

Special Laws, again saying men who have no desire to produce children are like σῦς or τράγος 

                                                           
832 All Philo references use: P. Borgen, K. Fuglseth & R. Skarsten, The Works of Philo Greek Text (Bellingham: 

Logos, 2005).  All references also consult C.D, Yonge, The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged (Peabody: 

Hendrickson, 1995). 
833 On Husbandry 145. 
834 On Dreams 2.87. 
835 On Dreams 2.89. 
836 On Providence 2.57. 
837 The Special Laws 3.36. 
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only desiring pleasure.838  These examples demonstrate a negative connotation to σῦς as wild, 

unclean and unfit for a flock.   

Contrary to σῦς, a survey of the Old Testament and LXX demonstrates a positive outlook 

toward goats and ἔριφος.  Weber accurately summarizes the nature of ἔριφος writing, ‘In this 

case, one would anticipate that the sociohistorical connotations of goats would be basically 

positive for the Gospel’s authorial audience.’839  Goats in the Old Testament were used for a 

token of honour for a guest (Judges 13:15) and acceptable sacrifice (Numbers 7:12—88).840  The 

LXX ἔριφος were used as sacrifice (Leviticus 1:10), payment (Genesis 38:17), honourarium (1 

Samuel 16:20) and food (Amos 6:4).841  The word ἔριφος is used in Luke 15:29, where the elder 

son complains that his father never gave him an ἔριφος to celebrate, while throwing an elaborate 

party for the prodigal son.  In other words, there is nothing inherently evil about ἔριφος in 

Israelite society or scripture. 

Matthew goes to considerable narrative lengths to develop the theme that while Israel 

alone was once πρόβατα in contrast to ἔθνη, now the ἔθνη are πρόβατα.  Philo describes a σῦς as 

unfit fit to be a part of a domesticated flock as they are wild and ravenous like lions.  Matthew’s 

Jesus is transforming the image of Gentiles as wild and unfit to the be in the shepherd’s flock by 

removing the pejorative bestial stigma from their description.  This intensifies the paradigm shift 

as πάντα τὰ ἔθνη are now sheep in the king of Israel’s flock, and they are no longer described as 

θηρία ἀνέβαινον ἐκ τῆς θαλάσσης or σῦς ἐκ δρυμοῦ as they were in Daniel 7 and Psalm 80.   

                                                           
838 The Special Laws 3.113. 
839 K. Weber, ‘The Image of Sheep and Goats in Matthew 25:31—46’, CBQ 59 (1997): 659. 
840 K. Weber, ‘The Image of Sheep’, 670. 
841 E. Pond, ‘Who are the Sheep and the Goats in Matthew 25:31—46’, BSAC 159:635 (2002): 291. 
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The Son of Man’s flock has been reconstructed and it encompasses the whole world, not 

just Israel.  Rather than painting those on the left as the unclean σῦς ἐκ δρυμοῦ, they are now a 

clean animal and are part of the shepherd’s flock.  Separating the two sides is no longer a matter 

of clean and unclean, it is a matter of response to the obligation of being part of the universal 

flock.  The domesticated animals that will stand for judgment based on their treatment of τῶν 

ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων (25:40, 45), not Israel.  By redefining how the ἔθνη are viewed, 

Matthew transitions them from bestial enemies of God, placing them on an equal field with his 

people, with equal opportunity for participating in God’s covenant.  The shepherd is not 

protecting his helpless righteous sheep Israel from the wicked Gentiles, the Gentiles are part of 

his flock.  The entire scene reminds the audience of Matthew 7:21: Οὐ πᾶς ὁ λέγων μοι, Κύριε 

κύριε, εἰσελεύσεται εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν, ἀλλʼ ὁ ποιῶν τὸ θέλημα τοῦ πατρός μου τοῦ 

ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς.  Action and not ethnicity are the new standard in the Son of Man’s kingdom. 

The implications of this meaning for Israel are profound on various levels.  Luz’s 

assessment that judgment is on all Israel and no good future exists for an Israel that rejects Jesus, 

not even at the Son of Man’s coming, is difficult to disagree with.842  By the first century CE 

many Jews had come to interpret the fourth beast as Rome.843  In the Olivet Discourse the fourth 

beast appears to win as the Messiah judges Israel and does not deliver them from Rome.  

Understanding the vineyard of Psalm 80 and how that vineyard is used in Matthew’s narrative, 

one can conclude that the kingdom of Judah has met the same fate as Israel.  The twelve tribes of 

Israel are now completely lost to exile as the vineyard is granted to other nations.   

                                                           
842 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 385. 
843 Discussed previously. 



260 
 
 

Zyl writes of this transition, ‘In Matthew 23, Jesus announces the end of Judaism (cf. 

v.38).’844  More accurately, Jesus revokes any distinct privilege once granted to Israel, as all 

nations are subject to new criteria of judgment.  Any individual Israelite may join the 

membership of the Son of Man’s kingdom along with any other individual from any other ἔθνη 

on earth.  There have been efforts to limit the scope of this judgment to just Gentiles.845  

However, support for including Israel within the scope of the ἔθνη in this scene of judgment has 

been widely accepted.846  

Jesus explains the parable of the Wheat and the Weeds to the disciples back in chapter 

13, telling them the removal of stumbling blocks and the harvest would be τῇ συντελείᾳ τοῦ 

αἰῶνος.  The disciples asked Jesus about the συντελείας τοῦ αἰῶνος in conjunction with his 

παρουσία in 24:3.  Jesus commissions the disciples to take the gospel to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, 

confirming he will be with them until the συντελείας τοῦ αἰῶνος.  Finally, in the judgment of 

25:31—46 the Son of Man harvests πάντα τὰ ἔθνη in response to their treatment of the least.  

What then is τῇ συντελείᾳ τοῦ αἰῶνος?   

As previously discussed, Jesus commissioned the disciples for a preaching mission to 

Israel that they would not complete before the Son of Man comes (10:23).  The reason they 

                                                           
844 H. Zyl, ‘Discernment as ‘Not Knowing’ and ‘Knowing’: A Perspective from Matthew 25:31—46’, AT 17 (2013): 

116. 
845 R. Thomas, ‘Jesus’ View of Eternal Punishment’, MSJ 9:2 (1998): 149—153; S. Brown, ‘Faith, the Poor and the 

Gentiles: A Traditional—Historical Reflection on Matthew 25:31—46’, TJT 6:2 (1990): 174; B. Witherington, 

Matthew (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2006), 466; E. Pond, ‘Who are ‘the Least’ of Jesus’ Brothers in Matthew 

25:40?’, BSAC 159:636 (2002): 439. 
846 See D. Via, ‘Ethical Responsibility and Human Wholeness in Matthew 25:31—46’, HTR 80 (1987): 91; A. 

Aarde, ‘Jesus’ Mission to All of Israel Emplotted in Matthew’s Story’, Neotestamentica 41:2 (2007): 419; A. 

Wilson, When Will These Things Happen: A Study of Jesus as Judge in Matthew 21—25 (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 

2004), 244; A Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 312—314; R.T. France, Matthew, 

NICNT, 960; D. Wenham, The Parables of Jesus (Downers Grove: IVP 1989), 90; U. Luz, Das Evangeliums, 530; 

J. Nolland, Matthew, NIGTC, 1024—1025. 
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would not complete their journey to all the cities of Israel is because their rejection by Israel 

would result in the sending of the disciples to the Gentiles.  These various threads develop a 

picture of Israel’s rejection of the Messiah, leading to their judgment and a new role for the 

Gentiles.  Based on this proposed reading of Matthew, τῇ συντελείᾳ τοῦ αἰῶνος is not the end of 

the space—time continuum, it is the end of Israel’s unique relationship with Yahweh.   

The age of Israel as the people of God has closed, paving the way for all nations to share 

in the blessings brought by the Son of Man. The new harvest is the recruitment of all the nations 

of the world, while also acknowledging Israel has faced judgment for her infidelity.  Looking 

back to Psalm 79 LXX, the author begins addressing the devastation of his people by writing Εἰς 

τὸ τέλος, ὑπὲρ τῶν ἀλλοιωθησομένων.  Perhaps this notion that the end had brought change in 

the Son of Man’s kingdom is not lost on Matthew.  

When read in this manner, the Olivet Discourse does not require a shifting chronology 

from the first century CE to the end of the space—time continuum.  Jesus’ claim that οὐ μὴ 

παρέλθῃ ἡ γενεὰ αὕτη ἕως ἂν πάντα ταῦτα γένηται makes sense when understood that he never 

left the subject of Israel’s judgment and the new paradigm of his kingdom.  His repeated 

statements about the wickedness of his generation and the outpouring of wrath they were to face 

point to this moment, where he describes that wrath and the fact that his generation will witness 

it all. 
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The Criteria of Judgment and the Least 

Pre—critical scholarly efforts focused on avoiding a ‘salvation by works’ theology in 

Matthew 25:31—46 that would conflict with their understanding of Pauline theology.847  

Grindheim amply summarizes this by writing, ‘Many studies have concluded that Matthew’s 

soteriology stands at the opposite end of the spectrum as compared to the apostle Paul.’848  Such 

efforts are needless if understood that the Sheep and the Goats is not a passage about world—

ending eschatological judgment.  On the contrary, Jesus does not make a point about the steps to 

salvation or the end of the space—time continuum.  Rather, the teaching is about understanding 

the New Covenant and the nature of God’s people in the Son of Man’s kingdom. 

 Who are those Jesus calls τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων and why is treatment of them 

the new standard?  Wright makes a compelling argument for the influence of Deuteronomy 27—

34 on the structure of Matthew’s Gospel.  He draws attention to the blessings of Matthew 5:3—

11 and the curses of Matthew 23:13—33 as having a correlation to the blessings and curses 

found in Deuteronomy 27—30.849  In the speech Moses stresses that the commandments given 

are not too difficult; his speech ends at Deuteronomy 30:15—20, and then Deuteronomy 31—34 

contain Moses final blessing.850  Wright states,     

Matthew, I suggest, had the entire scene in mind as he arranged his material into its 

eventual form…Israel has indeed fallen into the curse of exile because of her sins, and 

                                                           
847 See M. Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 1751; W. 

Burkitt, Commentary on Matthew 25:31—46 (Accessed from 

http://www.studylight.org/commentaries/wbc/view.cgi?bk=39&ch=25, published from 1700—1703), v. 31. 

Citations will include verse numbers for ease of viewing as opposed to page numbers.; B. Porteus, Lectures on the 

Gospel of St. Matthew (London: T. Cadell and W.D. Davies, 1815), 258; A. Clarke, The New Testament of Our Lord 

and Saviour Jesus Christ (New York: Waugh & Mason, 1834), 234; J. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels: 

Matthew (New York: Robert Carter & Brothers, 1870), 342—343; R. Mounce, Matthew: A Good News Commentary 

(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985), 243 are among a few examples discussed in Chapter One. 
848 S. Grindheim, ‘Ignorance Is Bliss: Attitudinal Aspects of the Judgment According to Works in Matthew 25:31—

46’, NT 50 (2008): 313—314. 
849 N.T. Wright, The New Testament, 387. 
850 N.T. Wright, The New Testament, 387—388. 
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now the story of Abraham’s people is to be brought back on course by a new exodus, by 

the renewal of the covenant.  As a result, Israel is again faced with a choice. Life or 

death, curse or blessing; the house on the rock or the sand; the wise or the foolish 

maidens; the sheep or the goats.851 

 

Wright’s proposal works in tandem with this thesis as the principles of his argument align with 

the view of Psalm 80 as a key source in the Sheep and the Goats.  

 With Psalm 80 as the background text, the themes of the vineyard spreading its branches, 

and the psalmist asking God to favourably respond to his people are prominent.  Asaph had 

beseeched God for Israel’s victory, which did not come as Assyria permanently obliterated 

Israel.  Matthew may well adopt this idea and transpose it onto the historical situation of the 

Roman—Jewish war as a statement of the destruction of both Israel in the past and Judah in 

Mathew’s present. 

Wazana writes, ‘Psalm 80 portrays Israel as a cosmic vine, devastated by its enemies.  

Following a description of the glorious past (vv.9—12) the poet complains about the current 

dismal situation (13—14) …’852  Hossfeld and Zenger add that verses 6—7 intensify the lament 

with an accusatory tone toward Yahweh, who has not protected the flock from misery, suffering 

and death.853  They state further that since the psalm blames Yahweh himself for Israel’s 

situation, there is an expectation that the crisis will end with repentance.854 

When Matthew’s Jesus reshapes these themes in the Sheep and the Goats, the concept of 

covenant and paradigm shift was not lost on him in the crafting his defense of the post—temple, 

                                                           
851 N.T. Wright, The New Testament, 388. 
852 N. Wazana, ‘Anzu and Ziz: Great Mythical Birds in Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Rabbinic Traditions’, 

JANES 31 (2008): 117. 
853 F. Hossfeld & E. Zenger, Psalmen 51—100 (Stuttgart: Finken & Bumiller, 2000), 462. 
854 F. Hossfeld & E. Zenger, Psalmen 51—100, 464. 
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pro—gentile messianic kingdom.855  The possibility of taking up Psalm 80 would offer an easier 

transition into these themes of judgment.  Of further importance for this thesis is how the Sheep 

and the Goats uses these very concepts for its criteria of judgment. 

Wright states, ‘And, if my suggestion is correct, Matthew has woven this covenantal 

choice into the very structure of the gospel, portraying it as the choice set before his 

contemporaries by Jesus, and thereby himself setting the choice before the church of his own 

day.’856  As discussed last chapter, the criteria of judgment in the Sheep and the Goats resemble 

these very concepts of blessings and curses from the Torah that were taken up by many prophets, 

the narratives of the Tanakh and the author of Psalm 80.   

The Sheep and the Goats is not about the end of the space—time continuum; it is 

cataclysmic eschatology that demonstrates how a new people of God have been put in charge of 

the vineyard.  It is the πάντα τὰ ἔθνη who are held to this standard, a critical interpretative point.  

Deuteronomy 28:64 LXX reads καὶ διασπερεῖ σε κύριος ὁ θεός σου εἰς πάντα τὰ ἔθνη ἀπʼ ἄκρου 

τῆς γῆς ἕως ἄκρου τῆς γῆς.  In Psalm 79:9 LXX the psalmist reminds God that he ἐξέβαλες ἔθνη 

to plant the vineyard and in Daniel 7:14 LXX the Son of Man receives his kingdom καὶ πάντα τὰ 

ἔθνη τῆς γῆς κατὰ γένη καὶ πᾶσα δόξα αὐτῷ λατρεύουσα.   

The ἔθνη were once destined for curses and enemies of God’s people, but the Son of 

Man’s kingdom will incorporate them into the fold.  In the Sheep and the Goats it is now πάντα 

τὰ ἔθνη who will be judged based on criteria that speak to covenantal standards.  The standard 

placed on the ἔθνη is to treat τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων in a blessed manner.   

                                                           
855 Whether the historical Jesus presented this teaching or not will be discussed in the conclusion. 
856 N.T. Wright, The New Testament, 388. 
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The ἔθνη are not inherently the enemy of God’s people, rather they are called to be a 

blessing to God’s afflicted people and in turn become God’s people.  When Jesus dies the veil of 

the temple is torn (Matthew 27:51) after he has announced its destruction in chapters 23—24.  

This action signals the departure of God from the temple and into the larger world that the Son of 

Man now possesses in his kingship.  No longer is Jerusalem a centralized location of worship as 

becomes clear in Matthew 28:19 when the Lord sends his disciples out of the Promised Land into 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  By sending the disciples out of the Promised Land, an important theme from 

Psalm 80 comes to the surface.  The new tenants of the vineyard will send its branches out and 

its shoots to the river and fill the earth with the branches of the vine through the new missionary 

endeavors of the disciples (Psalm 80:10).   

The kingdom has come to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη and they will be judged according to whether 

they treat ‘the least’ in a manner of covenantal blessing or curse.  In the Son of Man’s kingdom, 

there is no longer a distinction between Israel and πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, as they are all subject to the 

new covenant, and judgment is based on their reaction to that covenant.  True to this thesis, 

Matthew’s use of Psalm 80 shows a dramatic shift in the Son of Man’s kingdom. 

This proposed understanding of Matthew means that the crisis of 70 CE was avoidable if 

Israel had been faithful to the covenant.  The place of Israel in the Messiah’s vineyard could have 

been different.  No argument is being made that the Gentiles would have been completely 

excluded from the kingdom if Israel had responded, but the dynamics of Israel’s role in 

spreading the gospel would have been disparate from how the events unfolded.  Matthew’s Jesus 

views the defiance of Israel toward his message as a breach of their obligation to the living God.  

However, rejecting the Messiah is a rupture in the covenant beyond anything that has previously 
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occurred.  The results for Israel are dire as the role they were supposed to play in Yahweh’s 

cosmic scheme is irrevocably altered.  Now it is Jesus’ small group of Jewish disciples who are 

the centre of this church movement where the Gentiles take on the role of tending to the 

vineyard.       

What does Jesus mean when he speaks of sending the angels to συναχθήσονται 

ἔμπροσθεν αὐτοῦ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη?  The same event is described earlier in 24:31 when Jesus says 

ἐπισυνάξουσιν τοὺς ἐκλεκτοὺς αὐτοῦ ἐκ τῶν τεσσάρων ἀνέμων ἀπʼ ἄκρων οὐρανῶν ἕως [τῶν] 

ἄκρων αὐτῶν.  Jesus lamented Jerusalem saying ποσάκις ἠθέλησα ἐπισυναγαγεῖν τὰ τέκνα σου, 

which now will not happen as the Son of Man will gather his children from all nations in the new 

covenant.   

This image is a reminder of Israel’s lost tribes and the hope they would return from their 

dispersion to worship at Zion:  

καὶ ἔσται ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ σαλπιοῦσιν τῇ σάλπιγγι τῇ μεγάλῃ, καὶ ἥξουσιν οἱ 

ἀπολόμενοι ἐν τῇ χώρᾳ τῶν Ἀσσυρίων καὶ οἱ ἀπολόμενοι ἐν Αἰγύπτῳ καὶ 

προσκυνήσουσιν τῷ κυρίῳ ἐπὶ τὸ ὄρος τὸ ἅγιον ἐν Ιερουσαλημ. (Isaiah 27:13) 

 

Isaiah imagines a time when the lost tribes will begin a pilgrimage to Jerusalem that would then 

allow the nation to worship together again.  This scenario has changed in the new model where 

the sending out of the angels to the nations corresponds with sending the disciples to the nations.  

Actions in the Son of Man’s heavenly kingdom are mirrored on earth as πάντα τὰ ἔθνη are now 

called to worship.  The key differences being that there is no longer a temple and Matthew 

25:31—46 does not portray πάντα τὰ ἔθνη being gathered to Jerusalem.  The nations are now 

called to worship the Son of Man on his heavenly throne, and their eternal destiny depends on 
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their reaction to the vineyard workers spreading the vines.  This ingathering is the call of the 

nations to worship as opposed to the lost tribes of Israel. 

Similar themes are found in 4 Ezra 13, 2 Baruch 78 and Revelation 7, which address the 

hope that the tribes of Israel exiled by Assyria will be restored.  The gathering being spoken of is 

not angels flying all human beings to a geographical location.  It is an image of the covenantal 

people of God living in the confines of the new vineyard, which is the whole world.  Where 4 

Ezra, 2 Baruch or Revelation describe the gathering of lost tribes, Jesus speaks of gathering the 

elect, who are the nations.  Such a statement is a dire critique of Israel, whose hopes for their 

gathering from among the nations are shattered as the Son of Man gathers the nations instead, 

according no place of privilege for Israel. 

Who then are τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων?857  Luz identifies three interpretations: 

the universal interpretation, the classic interpretation, and the exclusive interpretation.  In the 

universal interpretation τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων are all the poor and needy of the 

world.858  In the classic interpretation τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων are the members of the 

Christian community and πάντα τὰ ἔθνη was understood universally while the role of non—

Christians in this scene of judgment was unclear.859  The exclusive interpretation sees τῶν 

ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων as members of the Christian community and πάντα τὰ ἔθνη as ‘all 

pagans’, whereby the pagans will be saved or lost depending on their treatment of Christians.860 

Luz himself determines that the least are Wanderradikalen.861  

                                                           
857 S. Gray, The Least of My Brothers Matthew 25:31—46 A History of Interpretation (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 

1989) provides a thorough history of interpretation on the subject and was discussed in chapter one. 
858 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 521. 
859 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 526. 
860 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 529. 
861 U. Luz, Das Evangelium, 539. 
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Analysis of Matthew’s gospel demonstrates that the least are the twelve disciples who 

have replaced the twelve tribes of Israel.  There are several reasons to draw this conclusion.  

There is a kinship between Matthew 25:31—46 and Matthew 10:40—42, where Jesus equates 

receiving a disciple with receiving him.862  The disciples are told they will spread the gospel to 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη earlier in the discourse at 24:14, then at 28:16—20 he specifically commands the 

eleven remaining disciples to preach to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.863  Following Cope, the phrase ἓν τῶν 

μικρῶν τούτων (Matthew 18:14) ‘unmistakably refers to the disciples in spite of the redundant 

pronoun.’864  When further considering the comparison between 10:42 and the direct connection 

to the Sheep and the Goats, τῶν ἀδελφῶν μου τῶν ἐλαχίστων are not part of the judgment, 

making a strong case for ‘the least’ being the disciples.865 

On three different occasions in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus uses ἀδελφοὶ while addressing a 

crowd, yet in each case a distinction is made that the disciples are present (5:47, 12:46—49, 

23:8).  Considering the line drawn by Jesus in 12:46—49 that his true ἀδελφοὶ are those who do 

his father’s will, interpreting ἀδελφοὶ to mean simply Jews is not practical.  The disciples are his 

brothers, and throughout the gospel the distinction of μαθητής is usually a reference to the 

twelve, though it is not entirely discernible in every case when μαθητής may incorporate a larger 

group.866  The private setting of the Olivet Discourse is limited to the twelve (24:3), and the 

twelve are commissioned to preach in 10:40—42 where the correlation occurs that service done 

                                                           
862 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic Hardships and Righteous Gentiles’, JBL 84:1 (1965): 27 
863 J. Michaels, ‘Apostolic Hardships and Righteous Gentiles’, 28. 
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to them is service to Christ.  Lastly, the eleven are specifically commissioned to go to πάντα τὰ 

ἔθνη (28:16), making the case stronger that it is how πάντα τὰ ἔθνη respond to the eleven. 

Israel’s covenantal status has been lost, replaced by new workers who will faithfully tend 

to the vineyard.  The author of Psalm 80 beseeched God to overthrow the ἔθνη as he had once 

before and restore Israel from the covenantal curses being inflicted upon them.  However, the 

vineyard has been taken from Israel and given to another ἔθνη (Matthew 21:43) for which the 

twelve disciples are to serve as the foundation.  When Jesus tells the twelve καθήσεσθε καὶ ὑμεῖς 

ἐπὶ δώδεκα θρόνους κρίνοντες τὰς δώδεκα φυλὰς τοῦ Ἰσραήλ (Matthew 19:28), he describes this 

shift in position as a change of authority.  Israel will stand judgment with everyone else based on 

how they treat the disciples.   

God will tend to his vineyard as Psalm 80 prays for, but it will not be the vineyard 

imagined by the psalmist.  In a discourse that speaks about the historical situation of 70 CE and 

Rome’s utter disregard for Israel during that campaign, this is a painful and shocking situation.  

Jesus dismisses the concept of punitive action against Rome for the temple, referring to the 

period as simply ἔθνος ἐπὶ ἔθνος rising against one another.  The fourth beast is not slain.  God 

does not cast the ἔθνη out on behalf of his vine, rather πάντα τὰ ἔθνη have every opportunity to 

be part of the approved fold on the basis of their treatment of Jesus’ disciples, not their treatment 

of Israel.  Just as important is the reality that Israel as part of πάντα τὰ ἔθνη will also be judged 

for how they have treated Jesus’ disciples, removing any distinct privilege in the criteria of their 

judgment compared to the rest of the ἔθνη.  This reading of the Sheep and the Goats presents a 

sobering portrait of Matthew’s view of his people and the situation of their day.   
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 Scholars have struggled to fit the Sheep and the Goats into a systematic theology because 

it lacks key elements such as resurrection, a millennial period and any clearly discernible final 

conflict between good and evil.  Further difficulties for systemization of the Sheep and the Goats 

arise in the Olivet Discourse clearly beginning with references to the Roman—Jewish war, the 

παρουσία occurring Εὐθέως δὲ μετὰ τὴν θλῖψιν τῶν ἡμερῶν ἐκείνων, and the statement in 24:34 

that οὐ μὴ παρέλθῃ ἡ γενεὰ αὕτη ἕως ἂν πάντα ταῦτα γένηται.    

A Tale of Two Judges 

The Sheep and the Goats, as well as the Olivet Discourse as a whole, is not about world—ending 

eschatology.  This portrait of judgment is intended to be read in tandem with the doom 

pronounced on the temple, just as the παρουσία is tied to the temple and not about the end of the 

space—time continuum.  Matthew is not apocalyptic literature, but his common themes with 

apocalyptic writings have led to the Olivet Discourse being viewed in a restricted manner as a 

little apocalypse, with various creative exegetes finding ways of shifting the timeframe of the 

book back and forth to prevent any notion of scandal that Jesus was a failed millenarian prophet.  

While some sections of apocalyptic literature may deal with world—ending eschatology, it more 

prominently deals with the hope of restoration, regained fortune and status that comes when 

Yahweh acts.   

The reading presented here of Psalm 80 in Matthew and its meaning does not eliminate 

the possibility of God’s recreation of the earth, nor does it deny any possibility of a second 

coming of Christ.  This research intends to show the possibility that those are not the concerns of 

Matthew’s Olivet Discourse and the Sheep and the Goats.  Matthew 25:31—46 is not a passage 

dedicated to the end of the world and final judgment, rather it is a description of the standard for 
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Jesus’ kingdom and the call to all nations, not Israel alone, to inherit the blessings of the Son of 

Man. 

When the psalmist asks God to come he is asking for God to act on behalf of Israel in 

judgment against the Gentiles, not to physically descend from the cosmos.  The coming of the 

Son of Man is his coming to a heavenly throne and acting on behalf of his people in this position 

of authority.  However, his actions are on behalf of his disciples as he will vindicate them in 

victory, not Israel.  The disciples are marginalized and oppressed, and God will call the nations 

to account for the world has treated them.  God will send forth the trumpet call of worship and 

summon the nations to his throne, which is not in Jerusalem, it is heaven.   

Jesus stands before Pontius Pilate in the last hours of his life on earth, having been 

handed over to the prefect by the chief priests and elders.  Here he is, the Son of Man whom the 

psalmist begged God to send, with a crowd of Israelites shouting ‘crucify him’.  Matthew intends 

to paint a paradoxical portrait with this scene where the Roman prefect washes his hands of 

Jesus’ death (27:24) while the crowd shouts that Jesus’ blood will be on them and their children 

(27:25).  This scene is difficult to read as Matthew reveals an Israel more willing to put their own 

Messiah to death than the reigning Roman prefect.  Matthew’s reader already knows the end is 

coming for Israel, but this knowledge does little to nullify the painful reality of how truly lost 

Israel has become. 

Matthew’s description of Jesus’ sentencing abounds with irony read next to the Sheep 

and the Goats.  Pilate takes his seat in judgment with the crowd gathered before him to decide 

whether the infamous Barabbas or Jesus should be freed (27:15—19).  This is now the second 

time in the gospel the ἀρχιερεῖς have gathered before a Roman appointed authority, the first in 
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2:4 when Herod tried to kill the infant Jesus.  No dream will save Jesus this time as Pilate’s wife 

warns the prefect to have nothing to do with the righteous Jesus (27:19), but this will not inspire 

Pilate to intervene for Jesus.  He will be crucified as the ‘king of the Jews’ with a man at his right 

and a man at his left (27:37—38). 

Following the resurrection, Jesus meets the disciples on a designated mountain to send 

them out of the Promised Land and spread the vine to πάντα τὰ ἔθνη.  In contrast to Acts 1:4 

where Jesus issues the command for his disciples to stay in Jerusalem until the appointed time, 

Matthew’s Jesus meets his disciples in Galilee.  Quoting Isaiah 9, Matthew describes Galilee as 

Galilee of the Gentiles (Matthew 4:15).  It is here in Galilee of the Gentiles where the disciples 

will begin their new role in bringing the vine to the Gentiles (28:16—20). 

The Sheep and the Goats is a powerful critique of Judaism in a time when the Messiah 

had come and disaster struck his people Israel.  By combining Daniel 7 and Psalm 80, a 

cataclysmic eschatological shift has taken place whereby Israel is no longer privileged and πάντα 

τὰ ἔθνη now had equal footing with Israel.  Those who act in a manner befitting of covenantal 

blessing toward the disciples receive life; those who act in a manner of cursing receive 

punishment.  The Messiah came, but the fourth beast was not slain, rather Israel faced 

destruction.  God did not cast out the nations to re—establish Israel as his vineyard, instead he 

fired Israel as his workers and put new tenants in charge of his affairs.  The Son of Man then 

orders his new twelve, the disciples, to leave the holy land and bring πάντα τὰ ἔθνη into the new 

kingdom, effectively spreading the vines of his new vineyard that will bear fruit.  The Promised 

Land is no longer promised as the vineyard’s location has expanded to the whole earth, allowing 

the Son of Man to be a blessing to all nations.  In this manner God fulfills promises to David and 
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Abraham, bringing Matthew’s audience back to the first line of the gospel: Βίβλος γενέσεως 

Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ υἱοῦ Δαυὶδ υἱοῦ Ἀβραάμ.   

Contrary to the many writers that view Matthew 25:31—46 as the end, the passage is 

both an end and a beginning.  The Son of Man’s journey has placed him on a heavenly throne 

where he is the shepherd—king of the world.  All the nations of the world will be held 

accountable for their treatment of the disciples and the church, not the destruction of Israel.  

Daniel 7 and Psalm 80 reflect different aspects of the Son of Man’s kingship in Matthew.  The 

shepherd—king is on his throne with authority over all the nations, but as in the days of the 

Assyrian boar ravaging Israel, so now Judah faces permanent destruction.  Yahweh will not 

come on behalf of Israel to save them from Rome, and the empire will not be punished for their 

treatment of Judah.  All people and all nations will be held to one standard on how they respond 

to the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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Chapter Six: 

Conclusion 
 

The War That Changed the World 

When Josephus describes the Roman—Jewish war, he does so in language that vividly portrays 

horror and atrocities experienced by the Jews of his day.  Near the end of the siege against 

Jerusalem, mounds of carcasses filled the city producing a dreadful stench that saturated the air 

as soldiers within the city marched over the corpses of their fellow citizens.867  Three years of 

war were coming to a dreadful end for those within Jerusalem’s walls.  Titus was on the verge of 

successfully finishing what his father Vespasian had started in 66 CE.  The smoke that billowed 

up from the city at the height of the siege was not the pleasing aroma of sacrifices offered to 

Yahweh on the altar at his temple, it was the temple itself burning to the ground. 

 The temple’s destruction was a moment of darkness for Judaism felt both in Judaea and 

around the empire.  Goodman writes, ‘It would be hard to overestimate the impact of this 

cataclysmic event on all Jews, wherever they lived.’868  In modern vernacular this war and its 

aftermath has been described as, ‘the near—East’s equivalent of a nuclear blast – the destruction 

of Jerusalem and its Temple in the Roman—Jewish war of 66—73 CE – changed forever the 

way people who worship Yahweh think and act.’869  Yet even with such a catastrophic 

conclusion, the narratives from Philo and Josephus do not paint a portrait of inevitable war or 

destruction in the sixty years leading up to the beginning of the conflict.870  

                                                           
867 F. Josephus, The Wars of the Jews, Greek text accessed through www.perseus.tufts.edu.  Consulted text: W. 
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 The declaration of war against Rome began with the temple in 66 CE when a priest 

named Eleazar persuaded the priestly cadre to cease the ritual of offering sacrifice to God for the 

Roman emperor.871  Following this declaration of displeasure with Nero, violence erupted in 

Caesarea between Jews and Greeks over a perceived defilement near a Jewish holy place.872   

This tension led Jewish zealots to take the temple mount forcefully, and a large group of Jewish 

loyalists rallied to defend them.873  Nero, not far removed from his local persecution of 

Christians in Rome, chose Vespasian as his instrument of destruction allocating an astounding 

60,000 troops for the task, which is more than Rome deployed for the invasion of Britain in 43 

CE.874  By the end of the campaign Vespasian had become emperor, Titus had obliterated 

Jerusalem and burnt its temple to the ground leaving tens of thousands of rotting, brutally 

executed corpses within the city.875  

 Examining the horrors of this war makes it possible to imagine how deeply it affected 

both the Jewish and Christian conscience of the time.  Carroll writes, ‘The Roman attack on 

Jerusalem…culminating in the destruction of the Temple, occurred just as the followers of Jesus 

were coming into their own as a coherent movement.’876  Yet as Christianity was coming into its 

own, the events of 70 presented Judaism with its own devastating reality as the temple burnt to 

the ground.  ‘There could not be clearer evidence of the withdrawal of divine favour.’877 

 Jewish—Christians of the period, to which Matthew belonged, were faced with the 

painful reality of a national catastrophe while simultaneously preaching the victory of the 
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Messiah on the cross.  How could the anguish of their people living in a post—temple world be 

reconciled with the arrival of their king and the full—scale inclusion of Gentiles into that 

kingdom?  While Jewish—Christians in Matthew’s community proclaimed the victory of Jesus 

and preached the gospel to the Gentiles, Jews in Judaea were burying the bodies of their 

neighbors left by gentile invaders.  To put it another way, ‘In effect, the great exile had begun 

again.’878 

Rethinking the Sheep and the Goats 

Chapter one’s history of research demonstrates difficulties interpreters encounter with the Sheep 

and the Goats.  Matthew 25:31—46 never mentions the resurrection of the dead or any type of 

earthly recreation.  Jesus does not describe a utopian kingdom on earth, and he does not return to 

vanquish his antithesis the antichrist.  Jesus offers no hope for a re—established Jewish kingdom 

in the Promised Land, and the lost tribes of Israel do not return from exile.  The Sheep and the 

Goats creates many challenges for interpreters attempting to fit the passage into world ending 

eschatological models. 

 The Sheep and the Goats retells Psalm 80 and Daniel 7 to demonstrate the new 

covenantal standards of Jesus’ messianic kingdom.  Jesus combines the two texts to explain that 

the Son of Man from Daniel and Psalm 80 had arrived, but Israel had not been victorious.  Rome 

was not defeated by the Messiah and the exile of the scattered tribes did not end.  How could this 

be if Jesus was the Messiah?  Israel’s failure to honour the Messiah and their covenant led to 

their destruction once again.  However, Jesus offers no hope for an earthly Davidic king because 

he is the eternal Davidic king and cosmic Son of Man enthroned in heaven. 
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 Jesus begins chapter 24 by describing the day of the Lord’s coming on Jerusalem.  The 

progression of the discourse offers little reason to look away from the events of 70 CE.  Jesus 

never directly indicates significant changes in timeframe, rather he constantly warns of the need 

to watch.  The layering of the coming Son of Man and the parousia of the Son Man make 

separating these events implausible.  Likewise, there is no merit in separating the coming Son of 

Man in verses 24:29—31 from the coming in 25:31—46.  Jesus’ claim that all of these events 

would take place in this generation means the wicked generation he rejected would see the 

fulfillment. 

 It is also fruitless to limit Jesus to the role of a failed millenarian prophet.  The Jesus 

movement did not wither and die when it became clear he had so spectacularly failed in his 

prediction.  Matthew was probably writing after 70 CE and shows no concern of scandal in 

recording the coming Son of Man prophecy.  He even redacts Mark to expand that prophetic 

declaration significantly. 

 Psalm 80 as a background text for the Sheep and the Goats has linguistic merit and opens 

up new possibilities for interpreting the passage.  The thirteen common points between Psalm 80 

and Matthew 25:31—46 explain the unusual combination of titles for Jesus, and Psalm 80 

contains an important vine theme echoed in Matthew’s narrative.  Psalm 80 calls for God to act 

on Israel’s behalf and judge the Gentiles for their treatment of Israel.  The Sheep and the Goats 

retells the story of the Son of Man’s kingdom to explain that the new covenant looks different.  

Gentiles will not be judged on how they have treated Israel, they will be judged based on their 

response to the message of the disciples.  The Promised Land will not be restored and God will 

not summon the lost tribes scattered by Assyria back to worship at the temple.  God strengthened 
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the Son of Man at his right, but the workers of the vineyard did not return as the psalmist had 

promised.   

 The Son of Man calls the whole world to worship, not just Israel.  The psalmist asked 

God to tend to the vine, but God placed new workers in the vine that exclude Israel’s 

preeminence.  Reading Matthew 25:31—46 as a retelling of Old Testament themes makes the 

passage an ongoing call to response.  King Jesus is summoning the lost from all over the world 

to his cosmic throne, to respond to the message of his new vineyard workers.  Eternal life and 

death are bound up in the response to the message of the twelve disciples.  God has restored the 

vine taken from Egypt and transformed it into a vine that will not be destroyed again.  The new 

vine is the cosmic vine of an eternal kingdom that is beyond destruction by any earthly enemy. 

 God calls the world, not just Israel, to return in worship.  The cosmic king spread his vine 

to all nations, calling all to respond in this new paradigm.  The Sheep and the Goats describes the 

new ongoing standard of this covenant, not a one—time act of judgment.  God will bless those 

who treat the Son of Man well through his disciples and the church they started.  God will curse 

those who treat the Son of Man poorly through his disciples and the church they started.  God’s 

elect is the church who now care for the vine, completing the story of Israel.  Jesus Christ, the 

son of Abraham, has become a blessing to all of the nations with the gospel as the standard of 

blessing and cursing, not how the Gentiles treat Israel. 

Israel and the Promise 

This bleak conclusion for Israel will undoubtedly be unsatisfactory to those who claim Israel 

remains God’s chosen people.  Romans 9—11 reflects the challenge Paul faces when attempting 

to explain the difficult relationship between Israel and the church.  Paul turns to Isaiah 59 to help 
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the Romans understand their role as branches abnormally grafted onto the olive tree after 

expressing his heartache for his nation.  He writes in 11:26 οὕτως πᾶς Ἰσραὴλ σωθήσεται.  There 

are multiple ways to understand this statement and the future Paul imagines for Israel.   

One possibility is that Jesus will return for a future period of national conversion of Israel 

where promises and blessings are again poured out on the nation as they respond to the message 

of Christ.879  The remnant of Israel which Paul is part of (11:1—5) may now include Gentiles 

who are part of Israel, though they are not a new Israel and are unnaturally grafted in as those 

who cannot be Jewish.880  Paul may be imagining a reverse Jewish expectation in which the 

pilgrimage of the Gentiles to Jerusalem no longer underscores Israel’s triumph.  On the contrary, 

Israel’s rejection of the Messiah leads to the inclusion of the Gentiles, who will stir the Jews to 

jealousy and they will return to their Messiah.881   

On the contrary Paul never details a return to the promised land, the rebuilding of the 

temple or any form of millennial kingdom in which all of Israel’s promises are fulfilled.882  

Paul’s letter to the Romans is filled with the tension of his understanding that Yahweh is the God 

of the whole world, though the Gentiles receive God’s blessing through Israel’s Messiah.883  

Block discusses the Deuteronomistic notion that there are two Israels in the past, one physical 

and one spiritual, in which Moses envisions a day when the two are coterminous.884  This lends 
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to the possibility that Paul envisions some form of spiritual rebirth of Israel without a physical 

kingdom.         

An in—depth analysis of Paul’s views on Israel is beyond the scope of this research, but 

it is clear from his letters that righteousness comes through Jesus Christ alone (Romans 3—5).  

Paul writes Romans a decade or more before Jerusalem is razed by the legions of Rome.  

Returning to Paul’s παρουσία, it is difficult to ascertain whether the events of 70 CE would have 

met his expectations.  The same difficulty is present by dismissing Paul’s description of the 

events in the temple from the Roman—Jewish war, leaping forward to a time in the distant future 

nowhere indicated in his writings.  His point of view may have been different if he had lived to 

see the war, though one can only speculate. 

Paul and Matthew are not the same and the degree of similarity between these two 

understandings of Israel’s future is a difficult question.  If Matthew believed in a millennial 

kingdom, a mass conversion of Jews into the kingdom of God or a hopeful vision of Israel’s 

future, he betrays no such belief in his gospel.  Paul seems to offer some sense of hope for Israel, 

without detailing what the hope entails.  A more promising outlook for Israel has continued into 

the present in matters both political and religious. 

 Matthew’s gospel is not bound to modern readings or political trends any more than he 

was to presenting a positive future for Israel.  Matthew’s Jesus does not relish Israel’s 

unfaithfulness, he mourns it and laments his people.  God’s covenant with Israel was always 

dependent on fidelity (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28, 30), and God is the owner of the vineyard.  

God’s decision to open the messianic covenant to all the nations is one that does not damn every 

Israelite, nor does it give any Israelite a place of honour.  All shall be judged on their response to 
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the message of the gospel.  Psalm 80 appeals to God to return to his vineyard.  God does this 

through the work of Jesus the messianic Son of Man, only to find the vineyard workers were not 

interested.  The disciples began the process of stretching the vines throughout the world to bring 

more sheep into the fold.  Many will respond to that message, and many will not, but the 

standard for all is Christ, his disciples, and his church.  It is no longer Israel according to 

Matthew’s vision of Jesus’ mission. 

The Historical Jesus 

 The Sheep and the Goats stands as a response to crisis in an era when other Jewish authors were 

also composing their response to national devastation.   In a quest for answers, Psalm 80 

provided a vision for the direction of the vine, with new tenants who will be faithful to the vine 

owner.  The question remains: Is Matthew 25:31—46 a teaching of the historical Jesus?  At a 

minimum the core of the passage is rooted in the teachings of Jesus.  His condemnation of Israel 

for rejecting his message, his prediction of doom on the temple and his penchant for word 

pictures demonstrate a consistency with what is seen throughout the primary literature.   

 Additionally, by considering Psalm 80 as a background text in this teaching, and in other 

New Testament passages, there is a consistency of themes and concepts from other gospels that 

increase the plausibility of the core teaching going back to Jesus.  The passage is found only in 

Matthew, where Matthew’s ‘characteristic diction and parallelistic style appears everywhere in 

the passage.’885  A degree of stylistic conformity is expected, but the passage does contain 

prominent themes that develop intricately throughout Matthew.  Luz concludes the text either 
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originates with Jesus himself or an early Jewish Christian author.886  The core teachings 

concerning Israel, rejection and proselytizing originated with Jesus.  The fact that a Jewish 

Christian author like Matthew has reworked the original teaching to meet the needs of the post—

70 CE crisis and more prominently address the inclusion of the Gentiles is also probable.   

Sanders accurately identifies the theme of proper ethical treatment of others in the Sheep 

and the Goats as thematically intrinsic to Matthew and found in passages such as 5:23f and 

7:21—7:23.887  The independently attested presence of Son of Man sayings throughout the 

canonical and non—canonical gospels make it reasonable that the historical Jesus spoke of the 

Son of Man.  While Sanders believes the author of Matthew has taken this Son of Man theme 

and worked it into an entirely new scene of judgment, it is probable that the core teaching has 

been coloured to meet the needs of the Christian community after 70 CE.888  The combination of 

unique Matthean language and established themes of Israel’s judgment are central themes of 

Jesus’ teaching that has undergone some level of redaction. 

Application for Today 

The goal of this research has been to draw attention to Psalm 80 within the Sheep and the Goats 

and the larger scope of New Testament studies.  The hope is that this line of argumentation will 

create new possibilities of understanding and research for both Psalm 80 in the New Testament 

and the Sheep and the Goats.  There are a variety of applications that can emerge from this 

research about one’s understanding of eschatology, apocalyptic literature, the meaning of 

Jerusalem’s fall in 70 CE and the role of Israel according to New Testament authors.  Questions 
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about how Israel fits in the kingdom of God remain ever pertinent in the Christian world and in 

political affairs.   

Support for Israel as God’s chosen people remains a major topic in the politics of the 

United States.  The New York Post recently ran a story in which polls suggest 80% of 

Evangelicals in the United States believe the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 was 

fulfilling Biblical prophecy about Christ’s return.  Additionally, 60% of those polled believe 

God’s promises in Genesis 12 demand their support for the modern state of Israel as Yahweh has 

promised to re—establish the kingdom of Israel.889  Recently the Mikdash Educational Centre in 

Israel produced a coin commemorating the move of the United States embassy into Jerusalem.  

The coin features the faces of Cyrus the Great and Donald Trump side by side, with the 

inscription: ‘And He charged me to build Him a house in Jerusalem’.  

 In January of 2018, Newsweek interviewed evangelicals who believe Donald Trump is 

God’s agent for triggering events that will lead to the rapture and the revelation of the 

antichrist.890  These modern trends demonstrate the need for furthering the discussion of 

eschatology and its place in Jesus’ message.  The hope for this look into Matthew’s use of Psalm 

80 in the Sheep and the Goats is to offer another voice in the dialogue of how New Testament 

authors used the Old Testament and what it says about Jesus’ message for his time and for today.  
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 Another pressing question that emerges from this type of research is whether the modern 

Christian preoccupation with world—ending eschatology affects the exegesis of biblical 

material.  Significant amounts of literature have been produced over the past fifty years on 

apocalypticism, ranging from popular mainstream Christian authors like Hal Lindsey and Tim 

LaHaye to critical scholarship by Bart Ehrman and Dale Allison.  The writings of these authors 

range from belief in an imminent rapture and return of Jesus to portraying him as a failed prophet 

of his own time who preached a world about to end.  This broad spectrum of views commonly 

focuses on the teachings of Jesus as inherently rooted in world—ending eschatology, which 

probably reflects modern concerns more than ancient.   

 The Roman—Jewish war was a cataclysmic eschatological conflict with dire national 

ramifications for the Jews of Jesus’ era.  The events of that bloody conflict were sufficient in 

themselves for Jesus and/or Matthew to evoke the prophetic language of judgment and 

destruction to describe those horrors.  Considering also the number of scholars who date the 

gospels to a post—temple year of composition, it begs the question of why early Christians 

would portray Jesus predicting the end of the world in association to a war that had clearly not 

led to the world ending.  Even if Jesus had in fact predicted the end of the world, why put a 

failed prediction in writing when it became clear that 70 CE was not the last year of human 

existence on earth?   

 Likewise, the proposal of shifting chronology in the Olivet Discourse, back and forth 

between 70 CE and an undetermined period in the end, is unconvincing.  Would Matthew’s early 

audience have detected subtle textual hints leading them to view portions of that discourse as 

being far beyond their time, while understanding the rest as being indicative of contemporary 
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national tragedy?  While some modern writers are scandalized by the notion of the Roman—

Jewish war meriting such world—changing language, those who lived through the war may have 

had a different view.  Though only a few written records concerning the war are extant, these 

accounts and reactions paint a portrait of catastrophic death and loss.   

 Looking at the Olivet Discourse and the Sheep and the Goats through the prism of Jesus’ 

generation, without an emphasis on failed predictions or the end of the space—time continuum, 

opens new possibilities for exegesis.  By recognizing potential religio—political material in the 

gospels, readers can deepen their understanding of the early Christian dialogue with scripture, 

which was also in dialogue with Jewish history.  The success and failure of the past became 

indicative for understanding Israel’s relationship with their God.  With the inclusion of Gentiles 

into the church, the need for a scriptural dialogue became more imperative than ever.  The 

expectations of the Messiah versus the reality of the Messiah left Jesus’ early followers with a 

need to engage the scriptures to understand God’s kingdom in this new paradigm.   

Ultimately, plausible new readings of New Testament texts can provide new insights into 

the origins and emergence of Christian communities, faith, and scripture.  The rich imagination, 

creativity and exegesis of the New Testament authors provide a deepening understanding of how 

the Jesus movement matured and evolved into the largest religion on the planet.  A more detailed 

understanding of their potential use of passages like Psalm 80 in the construction of the gospels 

and epistles leads to further comprehension of the way Jesus shaped their worldview and the way 

world events shaped the New Testament’s view of Jesus.    
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