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LEARNING FROM MATTHEW’S CHURCH 
(5) The Death of the Messiah 

Kieran J. O’Mahony OSA 
www.tarsus.ie / www.tarsusscriptureschool.ie 

Welcome 
• Palm Sunday, Year A26 
• The Passion according to Matthew 

1. Our received tradition 
2. A second edition of Mark 
3. How Matthew tells the story 
4. Three interpretative events 
5. In summary (1) and (2) 

• Conversation 

The Matthew community (a reminder) 
• Broken away from the mother religion of Judaism 
• Looking for new ways: respecting the past, being open to the new 
• Living in a time of upheaval and division 
• Looking for new ways of understanding Christ and Christian discipleship 

1. Our received tradition 
• An old story… 
• In our hymns… 
• In our liturgical texts… 
• Key image: redemption (i.e. buying back) 
• Key theology: substitutionary atonement 

• Adam, a real historical person, sinned 
• Original sin affected the whole human race 
• God was offended  
• The solution was a saviour who would bear for us the punishment we deserved 
• Jesus paid the price on the cross  

• Adam: not historical 
• The offended God: not real   
• Jesus never, ever mentions Adam 
• Jesus never, ever talks of his death as substitutionary atonement  

• Problem: no link with the resurrection  
• Problem: no link with the ministry  

• The big theologians are: 
✓ Paul: the seven undisputed letters  
✓ Hebrews 
✓ The Gospel according to John 

• Also: Mark, Matthew and Luke…but in story form 

1 Gen 2:7-9; 3:1-7 Adam and Eve Rom 5:12-19 Adam and Jesus Mt 4:1-11

2 Gen 12:1-4 Abraham 2 Tim 1:8-10 God’s grace Mt 17:1-9

3 Ex 17:3-7 Moses Rom 5:1-2, 5-8 God’s love Jn 4:5-42

4 1 Sam 16:1, 6-7, 10-13 David Eph 5:8-14 Light of Christ Jn 9:1-41

5 Ezek 37:12-14 The Exile Rom 8:8-11 Jesus will give his life Jn 11:1-45

6 Isaiah 50:4-7 Suffering Servant Phil 2:6-11 He emptied himself Mt 26:14-27:66
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2. A second edition of Mark 
• Matthew 26-27 follows Mark 14-15 closely 
• As usual, Matthew mostly abbreviates Mark but occasionally expands 
• As usual, Matthew has some extra stories (death of Judas; Pilate’s wife; two earthquakes etc.) 
• As usual, Matthew has his own perspective 

3. How Matthew tells the story 
• Matthew surprising ending. 
• Matthew’s careful beginning. 
• Three interpretative events. 
• We begin by looking at the “frames” 

Mark 15:37 Then Jesus gave a loud cry and 
breathed his last. 38 And the curtain of the 
temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. 
39 Now when the centurion who stood facing 
him saw that in this way he breathed his last, 
he said, “Truly this man was God’s Son!” 

Matthew 27:50 Then Jesus cried again with a 
loud voice and breathed his last. 51 At that 
moment the curtain of the temple was torn in 
two, from top to bottom. The earth shook, 
and the rocks were split. 52 The tombs also 
were opened, and many bodies of the saints 
who had fallen asleep were raised. 53 After 
his resurrection they came out of the tombs 
and entered the holy city and appeared to 
many. 54 Now when the centurion and those 
with him, who were keeping watch over 
Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took 
place, they were terrified and said, “Truly 
this man was God’s Son!” 

Mark 14:1   It was two days before the 
Passover and the Festival of Unleavened 
Bread.  

The chief priests and the scribes were looking 
for a way to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill 
him, 2 for they said, “Not during the festival, 
or there may be a riot among the people.” 

Matthew 26:1   When Jesus had finished 
saying all these things, he said to his 
disciples, 2 “You know that after two days the 
Passover is coming, and the Son of Man will 
be handed over to be crucified.” 

Matthew 26:3   Then the chief priests and the 
elders of the people gathered in the 
courtyard of the high priest, who was called 
Caiaphas, 4 and they conspired to arrest 
Jesus by stealth and kill him. 5 But they said, 
“Not during the festival, or there may be a 
riot among the people.” 

• Framing the story (Matthew 27:50-54; 26:1-5) 
• Matthew introduces three earthquakes into Mark’s narrative 
• These are not meant to be taken literally 
• Earthquakes: apocalyptic symbolism 
• Apocalyptic: God’s plan is being achieved 
• Not simply a judicial killing/tragic death / not an accident 

• Intimately grounded in the teaching and person of Jesus  
• A fourth Passion Prediction 
• A kind of “official” rejection of the Messiah 

3. Three interpretative events 
• The Last Supper 
• The Prayer in Gethsemane 
• The Death of the Messiah 
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The Last Supper 
Mark 14:22   While they were eating, he took 
a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke 
it, gave it to them, and said, “Take; this is my 
body.”  
23 Then he took a cup, and after giving 
thanks he gave it to them, and all of them 
drank from it. 24 He said to them, “This is my 
blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
for many.  
25 Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of 
the fruit of the vine until that day when I 
drink it new in the kingdom of God.” 

Matthew 26:26 While they were eating, Jesus 
took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he 
broke it, gave it to the disciples, and said, 
“Take, eat; this is my body.”  
27 Then he took a cup, and after giving 
thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink 
from it, all of you, 28 for this is my blood of 
the covenant, which is poured out for many 
for the forgiveness of sins.  
29 I tell you, I will never again drink of this 
fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it 
new with you in my Father’s kingdom.” 

• The Lord’s Supper (Matthew 26:26-29) 
• Passover: a feast of liberation and communion 
• He interprets his destiny in light of the Passover feast 

• A costly gift of self (a communion sacrifice) 
• Rooted in God’s new covenant faithfulness 
• For the forgiveness of sins (frequent in Matthew) 
• For the coming of the Father’s kingdom 

The Prayer in Gethsemane 
Mark 14:32   They went to a place called 
Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “Sit 
here while I pray.” 33 He took with him Peter 
and James and John and began to be 
distressed and agitated. 34 And he said to 
them, “My soul is deeply grieved, even to 
death; remain here, and keep awake.” 35 And 
going a little farther, he threw himself on the 
ground and prayed that, if it were possible, 
the hour might pass from him. 36 He said, 
“Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; 
remove this cup from me, yet not what I want 
but what you want.” 

Matthew 26:36   Then Jesus went with them 
to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to 
his disciples, “Sit here while I go over there 
and pray.” 37 He took with him Peter and the 
two sons of Zebedee and began to be grieved 
and agitated. 38 Then he said to them, “My 
soul is deeply grieved, even to death; remain 
here, and stay awake with me.” 39 And going 
a little farther, he threw himself on the 
ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is 
possible, let this cup pass from me, yet not 
what I want but what you want.” 

Mark 14:37 He came and found them 
sleeping, and he said to Peter, “Simon, are 
you asleep? Could you not keep awake one 
hour? 38 Keep awake and pray that you may 
not come into the time of trial; the spirit 
indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 39 
And again he went away and prayed, saying 
the same words. 40 And once more he came 
and found them sleeping, for their eyes were 
very heavy, and they did not know what to 
say to him. 41 He came a third time and said 
to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking 
your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the 
Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of 
sinners. 42 Get up, let us be going. Look, my 
betrayer is at hand.” 

Matthew 26:40 Then he came to the disciples 
and found them sleeping, and he said to 
Peter, “So, could you not stay awake with me 
one hour? 41 Stay awake and pray that you 
may not come into the time of trial; the spirit 
indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 42 
Again he went away for the second time and 
prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless 
I drink it, your will be done.” 43 Again he 
came and found them sleeping, for their eyes 
were heavy. 44 So leaving them again, he 
went away and prayed for the third time, 
saying the same words. 45 Then he came to 
the disciples and said to them, “Are you still 
sleeping and taking your rest? Now the hour is 
at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into 
the hands of sinners. 46 Get up, let us be 
going. Look, my betrayer is at hand.” 
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• A re-reading of Mark’s version in light of the Lord’s Prayer 
• Abba Father becomes “My Father” (cf. Our Father) 
• The imperative (remove) becomes a conditional (if) 
• “Your will be done” 
• “Pray not to come into the time of trial” 
• An example of prayer for the Matthew community 

The Death of the Messiah 
Mark 15:33   When it was noon, darkness 
came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon. 34 At three o’clock Jesus cried out 
with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema 
sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?”  
35 When some of the bystanders heard it, 
they said, “Listen, he is calling for Elijah.”  
36 And someone ran, filled a sponge with sour 
wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to 
drink, saying, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah 
will come to take him down.” 

Matthew 27:45   From noon on, darkness 
came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon. 46 And about three o’clock Jesus 
cried with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lema 
sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?”  
47 When some of the bystanders heard it, 
they said, “This man is calling for Elijah.”  
48 At once one of them ran and got a sponge, 
filled it with sour wine, put it on a stick, and 
gave it to him to drink. 49 But the others 
said, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will 
come to save him.” 

Mark 15:37 Then Jesus gave a loud cry and 
breathed his last. 38 And the curtain of the 
temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. 
39 Now when the centurion who stood facing 
him saw that in this way he breathed his last, 
he said, “Truly this man was God’s Son!” 

Matthew 27:50 Then Jesus cried again with a 
loud voice and breathed his last. 51 At that 
moment the curtain of the temple was torn in 
two, from top to bottom. The earth shook, 
and the rocks were split. 52 The tombs also 
were opened, and many bodies of the saints 
who had fallen asleep were raised. 53 After 
his resurrection they came out of the tombs 
and entered the holy city and appeared to 
many. 54 Now when the centurion and those 
with him, who were keeping watch over 
Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took 
place, they were terrified and said, “Truly 
this man was God’s Son!” 

• “Whether Elijah will come to save him” 
• “At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn (eschisthē) in two” 
• Earthquake; tombs opened; emergence after his resurrection 
• Centurion and others react to the death and the earthquake 
• Profound, paradoxical profession of faith in the Son of God 

In summary (1) 
• God’s covenant faithfulness 
• The Lord’s prayer 
• An apocalyptic event 

• What is missing? 

In summary (2) 
• Rooted in the ministry of Jesus 

(introduction) 

• God’s covenant faithfulness (passover 
meal) 

• The coming of the Father’s Kingdom (Last 
Supper) 

• Grounded in the prayer of Jesus 
(Gethsemane) 

• Death and resurrection are one 
(earthquake) 

• Apocalyptic disclosure: God’s purpose in 
creation and salvation (earthquakes and 
resurrections) 

• The presuppositions of our traditional account are simply ignored 
• Salvation: ministry, Kingdom of God, identity, liberation, prayer, resurrection 
• Jesus: prophet, Messiah, Son of God 
• A costly disclosure of God’s ultimate faithfulness to all of humanity


