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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MATTHEW 
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AND HE WROTE IT ON OUR HEARTS 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 & Matthew 5:17-20; 11:28-30 

 
 

 In the 1890’s Monet painted his “series” paintings.  He would take a subject such as 
Haystacks in a Field or A Landscape with Poplar Trees, and paint them multiple times, each by the 
light of a different time of day or season.  The Façade of the Rouen Cathedral was his best know 
series, and it is astonishing how different and how beautiful each scene could look by a different 
slant of light. 
 Each of the four Gospel writers – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – painted their portrait of 
Christ by a different slant of light, by the light given to them.  How different and how beautiful 
each of the Gospels is. 
 Over the course of my next four sermons, I’m going to paint for you what I FEEL each 
Gospel writer saw as the mystery of God coming to us in Jesus the Christ … THEIR version of the 
Gospel, the Good News. 

 
 But let me first give, before I launch into Matthew, a bit of info about the Gospel writers 
themselves.  They created and compiled their Gospels from a treasure chest of written and oral 
memories of Jesus … collections of sayings and stories they and their church community had 
been using for years.  Mark, the earliest Gospel, was written about 70 CE.  [By the way, CE is the 
modern “politically correct” way of speaking of the years since Christ, meaning the Christian or 
Common Era … not to offend those who don’t believe in Christ.]  John, the last Gospel was 
written in the 90’s; Matthew and Luke, somewhere in between … both using much of Mark as 
their text, giving the three the name: The Synoptic Gospels.  So, you see in each Gospel not only 
the story of Jesus, but also the story of the developing Christian community.   
 Matthew is thought to have been written in Syria, in the city of Antioch.  It became the 
early favorite of the church, hence the first Gospel in the New Testament.  Many of the favorite 
sayings of Jesus have come from Matthew.  It was concerned with many issues facing the young 
church.  In fact it is the only Gospel with the word “church” (ecclesia) in it.   
 Scholars tell us that all knowledge is a combination of perception and imagination … as 
two eyes working as one.  Each of the Gospelers is looking at the same Jesus, hearing and 
perceiving some of the same things; but EACH is also bringing a holy imagination to the task of 
telling who Jesus was and reflecting on the meaning of his life.  A “gospel” is more like a portrait or an 
epic poem than a modern biography. 
 Each week, what I expect to do is begin my explanation with some art work on the 
bulletin cover; then give a quick – one minute – outline of the Gospel; and finally speak to what 
each of the Gospel writers is trying to convey in their “Good News”. 

 
 TODAY, THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MATTHEW. 
 Take a look at the bulletin cover.  Two figures in the picture represent Matthew’s Gospel.  
Matthew is writing as he is guided by the man with wings … which is the ancient symbol for the 
Gospel of Matthew.  The words at the top of the page are the beginning words and phrases of 



the Gospel, which are highly important in discerning the distinctive meaning of this particular 
Gospel.  Let’s take a look at the words: 

 “The book of the genesis [or the book of the beginning] of Jesus the Messiah, son 
of David, son of Abraham.”   

 Think of how the book of Genesis begins: “In the beginning God created the heavens and 
the earth.”  So the first Gospel starts: The book of the beginning of Jesus.   
 Then look at how Matthew named Jesus: the Christ, the Messiah, son of David, son of 
Abraham.  Matthew is the most Jewish of the Gospels, the one most tied to Hebrew scripture and 
to the Hebrew people.  All three titles given to Jesus are Hebrew titles.  And when Matthew begins 
the genealogy of Jesus he starts with Abraham: “Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob…”  
Christianity, like Judaism and Islam, is an Abrahamic religion.  We all have the same forefather 
and mother: Abraham and Sarah.  The story of our people begins there. 

 
 Now let me give you an outline of the Gospel.  Like I said, each week I will offer a one-
minute outline of the Gospel of the day. 
 MATTHEW IS IN THREE PARTS:  
 Part A is the Birth and Infancy narratives.  Here we have deep echoes of Hebrew 
scripture: 1) The genealogy from Abraham; 2) the key figure Joseph, who has dreams and obeys, 
like his namesake in the Hebrew scripture; 3) three wise men, Gentiles coming to the light of 
God; and 4) the flight into Egypt; as Moses went down to Egypt so did Jesus. 
 Part B we could call the “Five Books of Jesus.”  Like the Five Books of Moses, Jesus is 
presented as the Second Moses.  He even begins with a “Sermon on the Mount,” just like Moses 
went up Mount Sinai to get his word from God.  Each of the five books begins with stories about 
Jesus and ends with teachings from Jesus – each of the five sections ending with the words, 
“And when Jesus finished his teachings.” 
 It’s just like the book of Exodus: It begins with the story of Moses and God’s deliverance of 
his people from Egypt and ends with the teaching, the giving of the Ten Commandments, and 
their application. 
 Part C is the conclusion: The passion, death and resurrection of Christ.  Each of the 
four Gospels has an extensive conclusion made up of the same basic narrative of the last days of 
Jesus, his death and resurrection. 

 That’s the outline; now let’s proceed to the “GOOD NEWS” or the “GOSPEL” as 
painted by Matthew. 

 
 We have just gone through the Christmas season and Matthews’ interpretation of the 
Christmas story is fresh in our minds.  His focus was upon Joseph, the epitome of a just man, a 
good man, a righteous man.  Mary is found to be with child ... not his!  He plans to divorce her 
quietly rather than exposing her to public ridicule or being stoned to death for adultery.  But as I 
shared with you, God’s justice is always mixed with mercy, and Joseph mixed his righteousness with 
mercy. 
 Matthew’s Joseph, like the Joseph of Moses, dreamed dreams … big dreams!  An angel 
intervened in his dream, told him this was a miraculous birth; that God was in this; that the child 
was to be called Jesus or Yeshua, which means God saves; the angel reminds Joseph of what 
Isaiah the prophet had said: A young woman shall conceive and bear a son and they shall name him 
Emmanuel, which means “God with us.” 

 So, for Matthew the “Good News” begins here with the word “Emmanuel” … “God 
with us.”  Jesus IS “God with us.” 
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 Then the passage ends with the words that Joseph awoke from his sleep and “did as the 
angel of the Lord commanded him.”  For Matthew, the most Jewish of the gospel writers, the 
righteous person is always trying to DO what the word of God commands.  Not just hearing but 
DOING. 
 Do you remember how Jesus ended the Sermon on the Mount?  A person, he said, who 
hears the word of God and does not do it is like a person building a house on sand.  And when the 
winds and rain come the house falls.  But people who HEAR and DO the word of God, build their 
house on ROCK, and when the winds and rain come it stands!  The danger of going to church is 
that you might think that hearing alone is enough.  Jesus says we must also DO the word. 

 
 For Matthew, another important theme he paints is Jesus as the Great Teacher, the 
Second Moses who comes to TEACH us how to LIVE.  In the early church, Matthew was often 
used as the gospel new converts studied in preparation for their baptism … often a year-long 
process of study.  So now, let’s look more carefully at Jesus the teacher and what he taught.   

 In the introductory words of the Sermon on the Mount that we read in Matthew 5, we 
HEAR two key statements.   
 The first is: 

 “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets [that is, the 
Hebrew Scriptures]; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill.” – Matthew 5:17 

 Jesus was not rejecting his Hebrew faith, he was trying to move it toward its fulfillment … a 
fuller, clearer understanding. 
 The second statement: 

 “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the elders and 
preachers, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” – Matthew 5:20 

    NOTE: Whenever you see the phrase “scribes and Pharisees” in the Gospels, you 
should translate that “elders and preachers,” or “religious authorities.”   

 So, Jesus, the Great Teacher, deepened the meaning of the Torah, the Law revealed 
to Moses.   
 Repeatedly Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard that it was said to 
those of ancient times; But I say to you… ”   

 “You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” But I say to you 
… if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.” 

 “You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I 
say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” 

 “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and 
‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that if you are angry with a 
brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment.” 

 
 So, as I stated, Jesus, the Great Teacher, deepened the meaning of the Torah, the 
Law revealed to Moses.   

 We, traditionally, have translated “Torah” as “Law.”  But “Law” is too narrow a word, a 
word that means only rules and regulations to us.  A better word is “Way,” the “Way” of God.  
There is a WAY that leads to death and a WAY that leads to life.  God shows us the WAY that leads 
to life.  God showed it first through MOSES, and now shows it in JESUS. 

 Jeremiah, the prophet, spoke of a time when the Torah of God would be written not just 
on tablets of stone but written on the fleshy tablets of our hearts.  This is exactly what Jesus came 
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to do, to write the “WAY” OF GOD on our HEARTS … empowering us to not only HEAR but 
to DO. 

 There’s a difference between just FOLLOWING the rules and LIVING the “WAY” of 
God from our HEARTS.  It’s like the old saying that life’s longest and most important journey is 
the fifteen inches from the head to the heart. 
 Jesus came to help us MAKE THAT JOURNEY. 

    
 It’s the difference, Frederick Buechner says, between learning to play the notes and 
beginning to make music.  Like the boy at the piano in his illustration: 
 He has hit all the proper notes with deadly accuracy.   
 But his heart’s not in it, only his fingers. 
 What he’s playing is a sort of music 
 but nothing that will start voices singing or feet tapping. 

(Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking (San Francisco: Harper/San Francisco, 1993), p. 99) 

 Too much of religion is just learning the notes.  We never get to the MUSIC.  The 
Spirit’s never in it. 
 We hear the commands of God or the words of Jesus, and we think, “This is too hard.  I’ll never 
do it.  I’ll only blow it and screw up again.”   
 And here comes Jesus, who says these wonderfully encouraging words recorded ONLY in 
Matthew: 

 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in 
heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” – 
Matthew 11:28-30 

    
 In the movie, The Legend of Bagger Vance, starring Will Smith and Matt Damon, Will Smith 
plays a “guru-esque” kind of caddie who helps Bagger to remember and to find his “authentic 
swing” promising that when you find it, it’s not hard but easy.   

 Well let me tell ya … I’m still looking for my “authentic swing.”  I’m still working way too hard.  
(Both as a Christian AND a golfer.) 
 But Jesus comes around back of us, puts his arms around us, his hands over ours on 
the golf club, and begins to teach us how to swing, how to find our “AUTHENTIC SWING” … 
the WAY that leads to LIFE.   

 
 “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” Jesus said.   
  Happy, blessed are those who KNOW their NEED of God.   

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you...” 

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Forgive and you will be forgiven.” 
 “Judge not, lest you be judged.” 

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Ask and it will be given you, seek and you will find, knock and the door will be  opened to 

you.” 

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” 
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 Or, as humorist and author, Wendell Berry translates it for our care of earth  and 
neighbor: “Do unto those downstream as you would have those  upstream do unto you.” 

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Be not anxious about what you shall eat or drink.” 
 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons and daughters of God.”   

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Whoever would save one’s life will lose it, and whoever loses one’s life for my  sake will 

save it.  For what does it profit a person to gain the whole world  and lose one’s own soul?” 

 And he wrote it on our hearts: 
 “Inasmuch as you have done it to one of the least of these you have done it unto  me.” 

 And the words make their fifteen inch journey from our HEAD to our HEART.   
 

 Who is this man, Matthew wonders aloud, who could deepen the Law of God and make it 
easy, all at the same time? 
 He is EMMANUEL, GOD WITH US, not here to scold us, but to HELP us. 
 Matthew quotes the prophet Isaiah to describe Jesus:  
 “Here is my servant, whom I have chosen … He will not wrangle or cry aloud, nor will anyone 
hear his voice in the streets. He will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick until he 
brings justice to victory. And in his name the Gentiles will hope.” – Matthew 12:18-20 

 He is the one risen from the grave who says, “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the 
world.” 
 He is the RABBI within, the TEACHER within, the MESSIAH within.  Who teaches us 
the WAY and WRITES IT ON OUR HEARTS. 

 So WE say, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” 
Amen and Amen. 


