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Assessments of the importance of Isa. 42.1-4 to Matthew as a whole 
range from the grand, that the entire book of Matthew may swing on it, 
to the more unassuming, that it is an example of simplistic 'prediction-
fulfilment' used to validate a single event in the life of Jesus of 
Nazareth.2 Greater awareness of the theological element present in the 
citation and intertextuality has created an environment in which most 
are now willing to acknowledge that Isa. 42.1-4 does appear to occupy 
an elevated position in Matthew's narrative.3 However, while there may 
be agreement on the broader issues, exactly how the citation relates to 
the context has largely remained a mystery.4 

1. A longer version of this paper was read at the New Testament seminar at the 
University of Cambridge. I am grateful for the participants' incisive comments and 
helpful suggestions. 

2. CK. Barrett, 'The Old Testament in the Fourth Gospel', JTS 48 (1947), pp. 
155-69 (156); C.F.D. Moule, 'Fulfilment-Words in the New Testament: Use and 
Abuse', NTS 14 (1967-68), pp. 293-320 (297-98). See also Morna D. Hooker, Jesus 
and the Servant: The Influence of the Servant Concept of Deutero-Isaiah in the New 
Testament (London: SPCK, 1959), p. 49. 

3. U. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus. Π. Mt 8-17 (ΕΚΚ; Neukirchen-
Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990), p. 244. Given this proposed significance, how
ever, it is surprising that the passage has not played a more prominent role in the 
church's liturgy, art or music. See John F.A. Sawyer, The Fifth Gospel: Isaiah in 
the History of Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 234. 

4. This study is an attempt to build upon the insightful papers on this text 
which have preceded it. In addition to the commentaries, see O. Lamar Cope, 
Matthew: A Scribe Trained for the Kingdom of Heaven (CBQMS, 5; Washington, 
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This article sets for itself a rather modest goal. After preliminary 
comments concerning Matthew's quotation of Isa. 42.1-4 in 12.15-21, 
its text and context, and judgment vis-à-vis justice, it will explore the 
theme of justice within the citation and 11.28-12.16, a section which 
has previously been dismissed as having scant relevance to the cita
tion.5 The thesis of this article maintains that the primary link between 
the citation and its context may be found in a developed contradistinc
tion between injustice and justice, namely, the Pharisees' concern for 
strict halakic observance and their concomitant unjust treatment of the 
people versus Jesus' own conceptualization of Torah observance and 
the justice evidenced in his care for the people as messiah.6 

General Observations Concerning the Citation 

Two preliminary observations concerning the location of the quotation 
are necessary. First, Mt. 12.18-21 follows what is the fourth summary 
passage of Jesus' ministry in the Gospel, 12.15-16; the other three are 
4.23-24, 8.16 and 9.35-36. In these digests, Jesus' ministry is described 
according to the designations of teaching and/or healing. Strikingly 
similar to that of 8.16,7 the summary in 12.15-16 offers an abstract of 
Jesus' healing ministry and is followed by a textually mixed formula 
citation excised from an Isaianic servant text. The fact that Isa. 53.4 and 
42.1-4 are quoted after summaries in 8.16 and 12.15-16, respectively, 
raises the question whether the specific referent is the summary itself, 
or whether a non-specific referent, the overall ministry of Jesus, is not 
also in mind. If the latter is the case, the text may transcend its context 
and function in a paradigmatic manner to describe Jesus' person and 
ministry. 

Second, the summary healing narrative in 12.15-16 follows a with-

DC Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1976), pp 32-52, J D Kingsbury, 
Matthew Structure, Christology, Kingdom (Philadelphia Fortress Press, 1975), pp 
94-95, Jerome H Neyrey, 'The Thematic Use of Isaiah 42,1-4 in Matthew 12\ Bib 
63 (1982), pp 457-73 

5 Cope, Matthew, pp 34-35, and Neyrey, Thematic Use\ ρ 464 
6 B R Doyle, Ά Concern of the Evangelist Pharisees in Matthew 12\ AusBR 

34 (1986), pp 17-34 (22), suggests that the citation's placement is due to Matthew's 
desire to 'contrast Jesus, Servant of the Lord, with his opponents the Pharisees' 

7 W Rothfuchs, Die Erfullungszitate des Matthaus-Evangeliums Eine 
biblisch-theologische Untersuchung (BWANT, 88, Stuttgart W Kohlhammer, 
1969), ρ 72 
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drawal (άναχωρέω) by Jesus on account of the perceived threat posed 
by Pharisaic scheming, forming a sequence of threat, withdrawal, then 
ministry. Other texts depicting this cycle are 4.12-17 and 14.13-14. 
Matthew 4.12-17 presents Jesus' withdrawal after hearing of John's 
imprisonment and an implied threat against himself. This text marks 
Jesus' movement to Capernaum, validated by Isa. 8.23-9.1 and fol
lowed by the beginning of Jesus' ministry in Galilee. Similarly, 14.13 
marks the withdrawal of Jesus to the wilderness due to the perceived 
threat implied by Herod's execution of John the Baptist. This is subse
quently followed by another healing scene in 14.14, prompted by Jesus' 
compassion towards the crowds. Additionally, although the language of 
withdrawal (άναχωρέω) is not employed, one may also include 9.34-
37. A summary statement of Jesus' healing and teaching ministry fol
lows the Pharisees' challenge to Jesus' exorcistic activities. This sum
mary, however, leads into the provocative statement concerning the 
desperate state of the people and the discourse concerning mission. 

These two related aspects, the summary nature of 12.15-16 and the 
sequence of threat, withdrawal and ministry, provide a possible base to 
build on when considering the function of Isa. 42.1-4 within its 
Matthaean context. Additionally, recent investigations concerning the 
text-form of Old Testament versions and citations have evinced that so-
called variants may indicate exegetical adjustments which reflect the 
theological predispositions of a scribe/community and, as is well 
known, Matthew's version of Isaiah 42 is certainly distinctive. A few 
points that impinge upon this study are worth noting. 

1. The text appears to have been read messianically before 
Christianity's advent.8 Matthew's addition of ό αγαπητός, a 
probable messianic designation, attests its use within the early 
Christian community.9 

8. While the direct evidence that Isa. 42.1-4 was read messianically in pre-
Christian Judaism is slight, there is a substantial body of indirect evidence that 
suggests that this was the case. This includes the frequently cited text of the Targum 
(although note that critical editions no longer include the reading ΚΓΠ0Ώ. See B.D. 
Chilton, The Isaiah Targum: Introduction, Translation, Apparatus and Notes [The 
Aramaic Bible, 11; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1987]). Possible uses occur in Pss. 

Sol. 17.28, 31, 35 and I En. 39.6, 40.5, 48.4. Note also lQIsaa, which has the 
paragraph marking 'X' beside both 42.1 and 4, suggesting that 42.1-4 was read as a 
single unit. The text was read messianically later in Midr. Ps. 43.3. 

9. With K. Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew and Its Use of the Old 
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2 Matthew's use of the future θησω in place of the LXX's aonst 
έδωκα for the perfective ΉΓΙ]10 contributes to a sense of antici
pation, suggesting that the bestowal of the Spirit is perceived 
as an eschatological event (see also 3 16, 12 22-30, etc ) 

3 The use of εριζειν1 1 and the active voice in ν 1912 possibly 
refer to Jesus' deliberate withdrawal from self-initiated con
frontation 

4 Perhaps most interesting is 12 20, which excises Isa 42 3b-
4a n It is at this point that Matthew's hand may be most 
evident 14 If one considers the final form of Matthew's version 
of the citation, a temporal link appears to be drawn between 
the compassionate ministry demonstrated in ν 20a and the 
victorious establishment of justice in ν 20b l 5 

Testament (Philadelphia Fortress Press, 1968, repr , Ramsey Sigler, 1991), ρ 144, 

this appears to be a Matthaean addition made in light of 3 17 and 17 5 and is 

dependent upon Mk 1 11 

10 Note that the use of the perfective in Hebrew does not necessarily require a 

past temporal designation On the aspect of the Hebrew verbal system, see Β Κ 

Waltke and M O'Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona 

Lake, IN Eisenbrauns, 1990), ρ 480 

11 Stendahl, School of St Matthew, pp 111-12, links Matthew's usage of 

εριζειν for LXX κραυγαζειν to Jesus' withdrawal from controversy with the 

Pharisees For a critique of Stendahl's philology on εριζειν, see Β Gartner, The 

Habakkuk Commentary (DSH) and the Gospel of Matthew', ST 8 (1954), pp 1 24 

(20-21) 

12 Cf the LXX's passive formulation ουδέ ακουσθησεται εξω 

13 Missing from Matthew's text is any reference to suffering or death which 

42 4a may have implied That such a reading is possible is demonstrated by 

Maimomdes, who adduces this text as evidence for the death of the Messiah He 

writes, 'God has already predicted his death in the verse, "He shall not fail nor be 

crushed, till he has set the right in the earth ' (Fred Rosner [trans ], Maimomdes 

Commentary on the Mishnah Tractate Sanhédrin [New York Sepher-Hermon, 
1981], ρ 148) 

14 Three lines of the LXX text are reduced to a single line, εως αν εκβαλη εις 

νΐκος την κρίσιν The LXX reads 

άλλα εις αληθειαν εξοισει κρίσιν 
4αναλαμψει και ου θραυσθησεται 
εως αν θη επι της γης κρίσιν 

15 Pace R Kraft, 'εις νίκος Permanently/Successfully 1 Cor 15 54, Matt 

12 20', in R Kraft (ed ), Septuagintal Lexicography (Missoula, MT Scholars Press, 

1975), pp 153 56 Kraft's position on Mt 12 20 is the least convincing of his 
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5. The citation closes on a christological note as Matthew follows 
the LXX's reading of ονόματι instead of νόμφ.16 

The fact that in Matthew's form the text is messianic requires greater 
consideration in its exegesis. Most earlier studies have focused upon 
v. 19 or v. 20a in attempting to relate the citation to the surrounding 
context. While this has generally been helpful, the question regarding 
the allegedly superfluous content lingers. Thus, exploration of the 
theme of judgment/justice in the surrounding context may prove 
worthwhile, especially in light of the link between the compassionate 
element in v. 20a and έκβάλη εις νίκος την κρίσιν. 

A Possible Way Through 

A way forward, then, may be found in explicating the term κρίσις. The 
conclusion that κρίσις is central to understanding Matthew's quotation 
of Isa. 42.1-4 is not extraordinary. Gerhard Barth writes, 

In 12.20 the vocation of the servant of God is named: to bring judgment 
to victory... It is.. .a matter of the carrying out of the judgment of God 
with regard to men, to the world... It is clear in the context of 12.18-21 
that this is the proper and decisive vocation of the servant of God; all 
other statements are subordinated to this statement.17 

In this formulation, Barth's conception of the 'judgment of God' is per
haps overly vague for our discussion; however, his proposition that 
κρίσις is the 'proper and decisive vocation of the servant of God' is 
useful. I wish to expand upon Barth's observation with a slightly more 
nuanced definition of κρίσις and explore its relationship to the prior 
and more general Matthaean context. 

examples; it is not clear that είς νίκος is a translation for r\Ù$b a form that is 
unique to the MT. 

16. J. Ziegler (ed.), Isaías (Septuaginta Vetus Testamentum Graecum, 14; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1939), p. 277, considers this variant an inner-
Greek corruption and without supporting textual evidence emends the text to read 
και επί τω νόμφ αυτού έθνη έλπιοΰσιν. Cf. Jean König, L'herméneutique 
analogique du judaïsme antique d'après les témoins textuels d'Isaïe (VTSup, 33; 
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1982), p. 232 n. 40, who regards this variant as perhaps one of 
the most important in LXX Isaiah. 

17. G. Barth, 'Matthew's Understanding of the Law', in G. Bornkamm, G. 
Barth and H.J. Held, Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1963), p. 141. 
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That this tack holds some promise is evident in the fact that after 
considering Isa. 42.1-4 within its own context, Old Testament scholars 
have concluded that the theme of justice is the key to understanding not 
only Isa. 42.1-4 but the entire introductory section of Deutero-Isaiah.18 

Such a position, while raising numerous questions, allows for the 
possibility that the English gloss of 'justice' for κρίσις is central also to 
Matthew's concerns in 11.28-12.21 and may form a more comprehen
sive conceptual bridge between the citation and its preceding context 
than those previously constructed.19 

This postulate is immediately confronted, however, by the difficulty 
of defining κρίσις, the common LXX translation for ΏψΌΩ. The conun
drum this term presents, particularly in Mt. 12.18-21, is evidenced even 
in the early manuals on Matthew.20 Similarly, modern commentators on 
Matthew also reflect the difficulty, translating κρίσις as either 
'judgment' or 'justice'.21 Exactly what is meant by either term demands 

18 W A M Beuken, 'MISPÄT The First Servant Song and Its Context', VT22 
(1972), pp 1-30 (8-9) For studies that discuss the issue of justice in Deutero-Isaiah, 
see also Κ Eiliger, Deuterojesaja (Neukirchen-Vluyn Neukirchener Verlag, 1978), 

pp 206-10, D W van Winkle, The Relationship of the Nations to Yahweh and to 

Israel in Isaiah XL-LV, VT 35 (1985), pp 446-58, M C Lind, 'Monotheism, 

Power, and Justice A Study in Isaiah 40-55', CBQ 46 (1984), pp 432-46, D 

Kendall, The Use of Mispat in Isaiah 59', ZAW 96 (1984), pp 391-405, H Gossai, 

Justice, Righteousness and the Social Critique of the Eighth-Century Prophets 

(American University Studies, 7 141, New York Peter Lang, 1993) 

19 See David Hill, 'Son and Servant An Essay on Matthean Chnstology', 

JSNT 6 (1980), pp 2-16(12) See also G Tisera, Universalism According to the 

Gospel of Matthew (European University Studies, 22 482, Frankfurt Peter Lang, 

1993), pp 174-75, who notes the theme of justice but does not fully explore its 

significance m the surrounding context 

20 See Luz, Matthaus, II, ρ 47 η 39, who cites Chrysostom 40 2 = 581, 

Augustine, CivD 20 30 = 6 28, 1304f , Hilary 12 10 = SC 254, 276 

21 Advocates of translating κ ρ ι σ ι ς as 'justice' are M Davies, Matthew 

(Readings A New Biblical Commentary, Sheffield JSOT Press, 1992), ρ 95, 

J Schmid, Das Evangelium nach Matthaus (Regensburg Pustet, 3rd edn, 1956), 

ρ 209, F W Beare, The Gospel According to St Matthew A Commentary (Oxford 

Basil Blackwell, 1981), ρ 275, W Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Matthaus 

(Leipzig Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1968), ρ 326, Hill,'Son and Servant', ρ 12, 

Tisera, Universalism, pp 174-75 Those who take it as eschatological 'judgment' 

include Β Weiss, Das Matthäus-Evangelium (Gottingen Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
9th edn, 1898), ρ 234, W C Allen, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 

Gospel According to St Matthew (ICC, Edinburgh Τ & Τ Clark, 3rd edn, 1912), 

ρ 130, D Verseput, The Rejection of the Humble Messianic King A Study of the 
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a more careful treatment. We begin, then, with a brief description of 
justice vis-à-vis judgment. 

Justice: Point of Conflict 

No doubt part of the difficulty is terminological. The term 'judgment' in 
a broad sense encompasses both the verdict of the judge and the pun
ishment/reward.22 More narrowly, it may be employed for either the 
decree or its resulting effects. 'Justice' also possesses a broad semantic 
range requiring greater specificity. The term may be defined either 
morally, as a quality of just conduct or dealing, or judicially, in which 
the maintenance of the right and the assignment of reward or punish
ment are in view. Thus, justice is the cardinal virtue that undergirds 
judgment. 

As is frequently observed in most discussions on this topic, in 
Judaism the concept of ÊDDŒQ was fundamentally rooted in the concept 
of ethical monotheism, in which God, as king and judge, was the dis
penser and guardian of ÊÛDŒQ.23 Oppressive rulers or structures that 
propagated injustice caused the Jewish people to look to their God as 
their advocate for vindication and justice. It was this point of tension 
between the reality of injustice and the theological affirmation of judg
ment that contributed to the development of an eschatological perspec
tive, which viewed 'God's punishing judgment...as a final act of 
vengeance to end history'.24 What is germane to this discussion is that 
in Jewish and early Christian literature 'judgment' was not limited to 
the divine decree but took on the primarily negative connotation of final 
judgment upon the ungodly.25 

Composition of Matthew 11-12 (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1986), pp. 197-98; A.H. 
McNeile, The Gospel According to St. Matthew (London: Macmillan, 1915), p. 172; 
Cope, Matthew, p. 43 n. 80. 

22. A phrase like Mt. 11.24, 'it will be better for the land of Sodom on the day 
of judgment', appears to reflect the whole process, with particular emphasis upon 
the resultant punishment. 

23. See, for example, T. Marico, 'Justice', ABD, III, pp. 1127-29. 
24. W. Kuck, Judgment and Community Conflict: Paul's Use of Apocalyptic 

Judgment Language in 1 Corinthians 3.5-4.5 (NovTSup, 66; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1992), p. 61. 

25. Kuck, Judgment, p. 94. Kuck further observes that 'a belief in God's 
judgment can serve to define one group over against another group or provide 
identity and encouragement in the face of threat'. 
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An emphasis upon 'judgment' does not represent all the data, how
ever, for κρίσις/tüSÜQ also denotes justice. In the LXX κρίσις frequently 
parallels terms that are associated with salvine rather than condemna
tory motifs. For example, in texts such as Isa. 1.17, 21, Jer. 22.3, Zech. 
7.9, Mie. 6.8 and Hos. 6.6 positive concepts such as seeking the right, 
defending the fatherless, delivering the oppressed and looking out for 
widows all parallel κρίσις, indicating an ethically based definition of 
'justice' rather than 'judgment'.26 

Perhaps most significant in this regard is its connection with "|"f̂ / 
δικαιοσύνη. Isa. 51.4-6 provides a clear example in which the themes 
of righteousness, compassion upon the ruined state of Zion, and 
universal justice for the nations are all interrelated.27 Note in particular 
how the language of v. 4 in the MT, 'the law will go out from me; my 
justice will become a light to the nations', is juxtaposed with v. 5a, Ί 
will bring my deliverance/righteousness speedily, my salvation has 
gone out, and my arms will rule the peoples'.28 

: j n i K wnv "ntf? "CDSOTI ΚΚΓΊ TIKO r n i n Ό 4 

«IÊÛSET D"Qi? " j nn w *œ; γιχ imp 4 * 

lybn? " i n r t t f i Tip* n^N ^ 

The LXX version of the same text aligns κρίσις with the terms νόμος, 
δικαιοσύνη and σωτήριον, creating a complex of images that 'have 
positive connotations from the nation's point of view'29 due to the 
universal nature of the salvation motif. 

26. See also Hos. 12.7; Mie. 6.8 (cf. Jer. 22.15-16). Further examples from the 
LXX might also be noted: κρίσις parallels έλεος in Ps. 100(101). 1 (έλεος και 
κρίσιν ασομαι); it is combined with ε λ ε η μ ο σ ύ ν η in Ps. 32(33).5 (αγαπά 
έλεημοσύην και κρίσιν) and with αλήθεια in Ps. 110(111).7 (έργα χειρών αυτού 
αλήθεια και κρίσις). 

27. Lind, 'Monotheism', p. 445. 
28. Cf. lQIsaa of 51.5, which reads, 'My salvation has gone forth, and his arms 

will rule the peoples; the coastlands wait for him and for his arm they hope'. W.H. 
Brownlee, The Meaning of the Qumrân Scrolls for the Bible: With Special Attention 
to the Book of Isaiah (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), p. 197, and D. 
Barthélémy, 'Le grand rouleau d'Isaie trouvé près de la Mer Morte', RB 57 (1950), 
pp. 530-49 (548-49), both argue that the variant suffixes should read third person 
singular 1 and not first person singular \ Pace R.E. Brown, 'The Qumran Scrolls 
and the Johannine Gospel and Epistles', in K. Stendahl (ed.), The Scrolls and the 
New Testament (London: SCM Press, 1958), pp. 183-207 (204). 

29. Van Winkle, 'Relationship', p. 448. 
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4οτι νόμος παρ' έμοϋ έξελεύσεται και ή κρίσις μου είς φως εθνών. 
5έγγίζει ταχύ ή δικαιοσύνη μου, και έξελεύσεται ώς φως το σωτήριόν 

μου, και είς τον βραχίονα μου έθνη έλπιοΰσιν 

έμέ νήσοι ύπομενοϋσιν και είς τον βραχίονα μου έλπιούσιν. 

In this context, the clause ή κρίσις μου έξελεύσεται είς φώς εθνών in 
51.4 ought to be understood in a hopeful tone. 

Old Testament scholars have long noted the relationship between Isa. 
51.4-6 and 42.1-4, texts that present a universal offering of justice and 
salvation to the nations.30 Thus, the usage of κρίσις with terms such as 
νόμος, δικαιοσύνη, σωτήριόν, έλεος and the phrase είς φώς εθνών31 

suggests that restricting the definition of κρίσις to final eschatological 
'judgment' in Mt. 12.18 and 20 may be too narrow a conception. 

Justice, Messiah and the Messianic Age 

Messianic texts that address the issues of judgment and justice suggest 
that a sharp division between the two may be artificial.32 While it is true 
that the linkage of judgment to an eschatological worldview shifted the 
focus from this world to the future consummation, the arrival of 
messiah and the resulting messianic age was thought to be characterized 
by judgment upon the ungodly33 and the establishment of justice for the 
righteous. This is evident in 1 En. 1.8, 9, which presents an overview 
contending that all will be judged: the righteous will receive peace and 

30. The issue of nationalism versus universalism is a difficult and disputed topic 

in Isa. 40-55. For a helpful overview and discussion of relevant texts see van 

Winkle, 'Relationship'. 

31. The phrase είς φώς εθνών occurs only four times in the LXX: Odes 13.32; 

Isa. 42.6; 49.6; and 51.4, each in the context of a salvation motif. 

32. Whether one may speak of The Messiah or simply messiahs has consumed 

much scholarly debate. See the early article of M. de Jonge, 'The Use of the Word 

"Anointed" in the Time of Jesus', NovT 8 (1966), pp. 132-48; J.H. Charlesworth, 

'From Messianology to Christology: Problems and Prospects', in J.H. Charlesworth 

et al. (eds.), The Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), pp. 3-35. See J.J. Collins, The Scepter and the 

Star: The Messiahs of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Ancient Literature (New 

York: Doubleday, 1995), for a moderating position. 

33. E.g. Isa. 11.1-4; 1 En. 45-55; Ps. Sol. 17; 4Q285. See J.A. Overman's 

survey in Matthew's Gospel and Formative Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

1990), pp. 19-23, for discussion concerning the 'ungodly' Jewish leadership in pre-

and post-70 CE literature. 
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blessing while the wicked will be destroyed. Collins observes, '[The 
messiah] is the scepter who will smite the nations, slay the wicked with 
the breath of his lips, and restore the Davidic dynasty... He is also the 
messiah of righteousness, who will usher in an era of peace and 
justice.'^4 Such a conception is evident in messianically interpreted 
texts that include justice within their delineation of the character and 
extent of the future king's reign under God:35 for example Psalm 72;16 

Isa. 11.1-5; 51.4-6; 1 Enoch 96-105;37 and Ps. Sol. 17. Psalm of 
Solomon 17 is especially instructive in this regard. The messiah's rule, 
in contrast to the dearth of righteousness and justice in prior times 
(17.19), is characterized by a general state of justice and righteousness, 
compassionate treatment of the nations (v. 34b), the exposure of corrupt 
officials (v. 36), empowerment by the holy spirit (v. 37), faithful and 
righteous shepherding of the Lord's flock (v. 40c), and abolishment of 
oppression (v. 41). 

Justice in 12.18-21 

Returning to the New Testament, one might argue that the theme of 
judgment becomes primarily eschatological and postmortem. This 
certainly accounts for nine of the twelve uses of κρίσις in Matthew.38 

Those who argue for 'judgment' as the English gloss in 12.18 and 20 
rightly draw attention to the presence of judgment in 10.15, 11.22, 24, 
12.36, 41, 42, and throughout the Gospel generally. In spite of these 
attestations in favour of 'judgment', there are good reasons to suggest 
that the denotation 'justice', defined as a characteristic of the messianic 
age, prevails in 12.18 and 21. 

34 Collins, Scepter, ρ 67 

35 One may also view Isa 42 1-4 in this regard Beuken, 'MISPÄT, ρ 3, 
emphasizes the royal traits identified in the servant text, suggesting that ÍD2ÜQ is 
'the characteristic task of the royal figure (1 Sam vu 5f, 20, Isa ix 6, Jer xxi 11, 
xxii 3, 15, xxiii 5, Ps lxxn 1, 2, 4) Only once, müpät is used in connection with 
classical prophecy Mich in 8 ' 

36 See Κ Heim, The Perfect King of Psalm 72 An Tntertextual" Inquiry', in 
Ρ Satterthwaite, R Hess and G Wenham (eds ), The Lord's Anointed 
Interpretation of Old Testament Messianic Texts (Grand Rapids Baker Book 
House, 1995), pp 223-48 

37 See particularly chs 102-104 
38 See 5 21, 22, 10 15, 11 22, 24, 12 36, 41, 42, 23 33 Cf the uses in 12 18, 

20 and 23 23 



BEATON Messiah and Justice 15 

1. The almost universal agreement that the usage of κρίσις in 
23.23 means 'justice' and not 'judgment' suggests that such a 
definition is at least within the realm of Matthew's semantic 
range. 

2. There is a notable lack of formulaic language involving κρίσις 
in 12.18 and 20. In each text in which κρίσις refers to judg
ment (5.21, 22; 10.15; 11.22, 24; 12.36, 41, 42), Matthew uses 
formulaic language with the dative or genitive. The two occur
rences in 12.18 and 20 are not formulaic and occur in the 
accusative.39 

3. There is an increasingly hopeful, positive tone of the text in its 
mention of the Gentiles/nations, culminating with 12.21, 'and 
they will hope in his name'.40 

The Failure of Jewish Leadership 

Studies concerning characterization in Matthew are uniform in their 
assertion that Matthew presents the Pharisees as thoroughly evil.41 

There is not a single example of a good Jewish leader in the Gospel. 

39. 
10.15 Σοδόμων και Γομόρρων έν ημέρα κρίσεως ή τη πόλει εκείνη 
11.22 Σιδώνι άνεκτότερον εσται έν ημέρα κρίσεως ή ύμίν. 
11.24 Σοδόμων άνεκτότερον εσται έν ημέρα κρίσεως ή σοί. 
12.36 περί αύτοΰ λόγον έν ημέρα κρίσεως* 

5.21 αν φονεύση, ένοχος εσται τη κρίσει. 
5.22 άδελφω αυτού ένοχος εσται τη κρίσει* 
12.41 άνδρες Νινεύίται άναστήσονται έν τη κρίσει μετά της γενεάς ταύτης 
12.42 βασίλισσα νότου έγερθήσεται έν τη κρίσει μετά της γενεάς ταύτης 
23.33 έχιδνών, πώς φύγητε άπό της κρίσεως της γεέννης; 

12.18 πνεύμα μου έπ' αυτόν, και κρίσιν τοις εθνεσιν άπαγγελεΐ. 
12.20 άν έκβάλη είς νίκος την κρίσιν. 
23.23 τα βαρύτερα τού νόμου, την κρίσιν και το έλεος και την πίστιν 

40. D. Hare, Matthew (Interpretation; Louisville: John Knox Press, 1993), pp. 
137-38, suggests that the judgment proclaimed is a hopeful one. He argues that the 
term means judgment in 12.41 where Jonah, whose proclamation of judgment to the 
Ninevites resulted in repentance, will rise up against this generation in judgment. 
Cf. Cope, Matthew, p. 43. 

41. See particularly J.D. Kingsbury, The Developing Conflict between Jesus 
and the Jewish Leaders in Matthew's Gospel: A Literary-Critical Study', CBQ 49 
(1987), pp. 57-73 (60), and Warren Carter, Matthew: Storyteller, Interpreter, 

Evangelist (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), pp. 229-41. 
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Simply affirming that they were scoundrels, however, lacks precision. 
In what manner were they poor leaders from Matthew's perspective? 
The suggestion of this article is that through their insistence upon 
observance of their own strict halakic stipulations, the Pharisees were 
ultimately oppressing the people and leading them away from the very 
God to whom they claimed devotion. 

A classic text in support of such a position is found in Jesus' critique 
of the Pharisees in 23.23, 'you have forgotten the weightier matters of 
the law, mercy, justice and faithfulness'. The link between τα βαρύτερα 
του νομού and έλεος, κρίσις and πίστις implies ultimate failure with 
regard to their personal observance of Torah and their interaction with 
the people. The terms έλεος and κρίσις, while possessing a vertical 
dimension, imply ethical demand. Matthew 23.4, however, takes the 
critique one step further, coupling the Pharisees' role as the spiritual 
leaders of Israel with a harsh, unjust and unmerciful treatment of their 
people through the imposition of halakah.42 

Particularly relevant, it would seem, is the narrative in 15.1-14, 
which appears to focus on precisely this issue. The pericope opens with 
the Pharisees' critique of the disciples' deficient hand hygiene.4^ Here 
the reader is confronted by the Pharisees' concern for obedience to their 
halakah. Several lines in Jesus' dialogue reveal his opinion of the 
Pharisees and their traditions. The retort in v. 3 is telling, 'Why do you 
break the command of God for the sake of your tradition?', as is v. 6, in 
which Pharisaic tradition makes void 'the word of God'. Notice 
Matthew's redactional adjustment of Mark's 'Moses' to 'God' in v. 4, 
heightening his rhetoric by pitting the Pharisaic command against 
God's. The citation from Isa. 29.13, 'teaching the commandments and 
doctrines of men', further confirms this opinion, as does Jesus' final 
statement of the passage in v. 14 that the Pharisees are 'blind guides 
leading the blind... both will fall into the pit'. This directionally chal-

42 The language of heavy burdens seems to relate to Pharisaic halakah and not 

to Torah itself This much is clear m 15 1-20 Roger Mohrlang, Matthew and Paul 

A Comparison of Ethical Perspectives (Cambridge Cambridge University Press, 

1984), pp 21-23 Cf Κ G C Newport, The Sources and Sitz im Leben of Matthew 

23 (JSNTSup, 117, Sheffield Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), pp 124-27 

43 How widespread the practice of 'washing of hands' was is open to debate 

See the summary in W D Davies and Dale C Allison, A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew, II (ICC, Edinburgh Τ & 

Τ Clark, 1991), pp 521-22 
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lenged state resonates with 9.36, 'seeing the crowds he had compassion 
for them, for they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd'.44 Surely the shepherds of Israel in Matthew's perspective are 
not caring for the sheep placed in their care. 

Thus, it appears that, in Matthew's opinion at least, the utter failure 
of the Jewish leadership has led to the abuse of the people under their 
care. It is not an exaggeration, then, to argue that Matthew presents the 
Pharisees as having treated the people unjustly as a result of their insis
tence upon meeting the requirements of their version of halakah. What 
is intriguing is that the context into which Matthew inserts Isa. 42.1-4 
seems to present a similar picture of an unjust Jewish leadership which 
oppresses the people through its zeal to maintain halakah. To this we 
will soon turn, but first, the immediate context. 

12.18-21 in Context 

The obvious referent of the citation derives from the paragraph of 
12.15-21. Four aspects within the narrative may have individually 
prompted the citation's inclusion: (1) the Pharisees' plot to destroy 
Jesus (12.14); (2) Jesus' withdrawal due to the perceived threat (v. 
15a); (3) Jesus' healing of the crowds (v. 15b); (4) the heavily redacted 
version of Mark's messianic secret (v. 16). As noted earlier, this pattern 
of threat, withdrawal, ministry is a familiar one in Matthew. Most 
commentators have noted that a link between the citation and context 
may exist in the healings of 12.15 and the compassionate, empathie 
ministry to the bruised reed and smouldering wick in 12.20a. What is 
often overlooked, however, is that the phrase έκβάλη είς νίκος την 
κρίσιν in v. 20b and the compassionate ministry to the weak and 
oppressed of v. 20a are linked by a temporal εως αν. This connection 
between the compassionate ministry and justice in vv. 18b and 20 raises 
the question of whether the healings in view in 12.15 were not under
stood by the Gospel's author as the beginning or inauguration of the 
justice of God evidenced in the liberation of the oppressed.45 Could the 

44. So Kingsbury, developing Conflict', p. 62. 

45. Similarly, Davies, Matthew, p. 95. She writes, 'Jesus' healing is interpreted 

both as the servant's refusal to destroy the weak and feeble and as his establishment 

of justice which brought hope to Gentiles: "a bruised reed he will not break, and a 

smoking wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory, and in his name 

will the Gentiles hope"'. 
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final stage of victory be the consummation of the end of the ages when 
justice, inaugurated in v. 18, becomes a realized, ongoing reality? 

Matthew's version of Mark's messianic secret (3.7-12) is remarkably 
condensed and includes only the basics. The crowds follow, all were 
healed.46 The warning to silence shifts from demons to people. Why the 
silence is commanded is not stated. Perhaps it is related to the non-
confrontational element in the ministry of Jesus. The fact that the 
ministry is conducted after the withdrawals, away from the power cen
tres, argues in favour of this position. In the birth narrative the frequent 
withdrawals protect the child and enable him to live out his destiny. In 
the three subsequent withdrawals in 4.12, 12.15 and 14.13, Jesus 
sidesteps potential threats to his life until the time is right for him to 
advance to Jerusalem to die (16.21). The humility and meekness of 
Jesus in Matthew are not based in weakness; instead, he is cognizant of 
the καιρός of God and the hidden nature of the Kingdom of God. Thus, 
it appears that withdrawal and ministry are in fact related to the citation 
as Matthew presents a non-confrontational Jesus concerned with the 
setting forth of justice, evidenced in the liberation of the oppressed, the 
proclamation of the good news, and the humble character of his person 
and ministry. 

That such an understanding of the text is not completely outrageous 
is further confirmed in the material that precedes the citation (11.28-
12.14). The themes of mercy, justice and injustice, innocence and guilt, 
and burden and freedom are all present, as are statements concerning 
the character of Jesus and his ministry. 

Chapter 12 is set up by 11.28-30 and Jesus' offer of rest for the 
burdened and an easy yoke. Something of a consensus has been reached 
among modern commentators that the audience consists of the crowds 
and the burdensome yoke refers to Pharisaic halakah.47 Of special 
interest to our discussion is the emotive element in the language of 

46 Regarding the messianic secret and the citation, Luz, Matthaus, II, ρ 244, 
observes, '[w]eil Matthaus hier, in der Mitte seines Evangeliums und an dem Punkt 
seiner Erzählung, wo die Scheidung von Israel beginnt, dieses so lange und 
wichtige Erfullungszitat bringen wollte, hat er das markinische Schweigegebot 
stehenlassen, um wenigstens eine kleine Brücke zum Zitat zu haben Auf ihm liegt 
also alles Gewicht ' 

47 Cf G Ν Stanton, 'Matthew 11.28-30 Comfortable Words?\ in Λ Gospel 
for a New People Studies in Matthew (Louisville Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1993), pp 375-76, who understands the 'yoke' as the 'yoke of discipleship' and the 
audience as the disciples rather than the crowds 
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'tiredness', 'weariness' and 'rest for your souls'. The offer of the light 
yoke of Jesus is meant to counter the heaviness produced by an onerous 
Pharisaic yoke. The message is reminiscent of the good news pro
claimed to the poor in 11.5 and the concern for the 'harassed and help
less' in 9.36. This empathie language seems crucial to understanding 
12.1-21 and adumbrates the care for the down-trodden in 12.20//Isa. 
42.3. 

The placement of the material in 12.1-8 confirms that this under
standing of 11.28-30 is probably a correct one.48 Like its Markan 
counterpart in 2.23-28, the issue in 12.1-8 concerns eating grain on the 
Sabbath, but Matthew adds a twist to Mark's account by including 
unique material in vv. 5-8.49 This addition states explicitly that the 
Pharisees have wrongly judged (καταδικάζειν) and condemned the 
innocent (αναίτιος) through their misunderstanding of God and 
misapplication of Torah. 

A brief overview of the material unique to Matthew in this pericope 
will bear this out. In v. 6, after asserting that in Scripture the priests 
serve in the temple on the Sabbath and are innocent, Jesus makes the 
controversial statement that 'something greater than the temple is 
here'.50 The implication is such that by virtue of their service to Jesus 
and his ministry, the disciples are likewise innocent of wrong-doing. In 
this way Matthew establishes a scriptural basis for their innocence. 

That the issue in 12.1-8 concerns the oppression of the people by the 
Pharisees through the latter's insistence upon strict adherence to oral 

48. As Verseput, Rejection p. 153, proffers, * [Matthew] employs two Sabbath 
controversies to define the character of the messianic yoke. Jesus has offered to 
those wearied by the load of legalism a new commitment, a yoke of mercy which 
would bring rest.' 

49. R. Hummel, Die Auseinandersetzung zwischen Kirche und Judentum im 
Matthäusevangelium (BEvT, 33; Munich: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 2nd edn, 1966), p. 
44, stresses the unity of vv. 5-7. D. Hill, On the Use and Meaning of Hosea VI. 6 
in Matthew's Gospel', NTS 24 (1977), pp. 107-19 (115), suggests that the verses 
were 'conceived of and composed by' Matthew. 

50. Much debate surrounds this text. The issue involves the neuter gender of 
μείζον. Options for a referent include the kingdom, love, Jesus' interpretation of 
the law, or the disciples. Luz, Matthäus, Π, p. 242, suggests that it is the mercy of 
God which is greater. R.H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on his Handbook for 
a Mixed Church under Persecution (Grand Rapids: Eermans, 2nd edn, 1994), 
p. 223, argues that 'neuter gender...stresses the quality of superior greatness rather 
than Jesus's personal identity'. 



20 Journal for the Study of the New Testament 75 (1999) 

Torah is confirmed in the second occurrence of the quotation of Hos. 
6.6 in Matthew, here in 12.7.51 Jesus' reproof that the Pharisees would 
not have condemned the innocent if they had known that God 'desires 
mercy and not sacrifice' is a provocative one, especially when read in 
the light of 11.28-30 and Isa. 42.1-4. Hill is probably correct that 
'έλεος contains the connotations of ΊΟΠ',52 but in this context the point 
may be that the extension of mercy does not abrogate sacrifice but is 
greater than it.5S Thus, Pharisaic demand for strict adherence to halakah 
misses the mark because it is based upon a faulty understanding of God 
and his ways. This is congruent with the manner in which Matthew 
frames his rhetoric throughout the divorce texts in 5.31-32, 19.3-12, 
15.1-14 and so on; when compared with God's expectations, Pharisaic 
halakah has got it wrong. Important for Matthew is how this error of the 
Pharisees has led to the condemnation of the innocent, here the disci
ples.54 It is in this link between an erroneous tradition and the insistence 
that people live according to the error that the burdensome yoke 
becomes evident. The Pharisaic yoke needlessly contributes to and 
increases the severity and pain of the people's earthly existence. It 
seems reasonable, therefore, to assert that the disciples here are repre
sentative of the oppressed and down-trodden. 

A similar point is made in 9.13 where Hos. 6.6 is also cited, this time 
following the Pharisees' query regarding how Jesus could eat with tax 
collectors and sinners. Here the tax collectors and sinners are the 
marginalized outcasts. The fact that such outcasts are hearing the good 
news will be echoed in 11.5 and in the accusations made in 11.18-19 
that Jesus is a drunkard and a glutton, a friend of tax collectors and 
sinners. Tragic from Matthew's point of view is their misperception of 
the law and of the law's relation to mercy, justice and faithfulness, 
which has resulted in Pharisaic insistence upon upholding the 'traditions 

51 Ρ Sigal, The Halakah of Jesus of Nazareth according to the Gospel of 

Matthew (Lanham, MD University Press of America, 1986), pp 132-33, suggests 

that 'Matthew is not interested in justifying the disciples' actions of ν 1 Matthew 

has no interest in the question of preparing food on the Sabbath Matthew's interest 

is in establishing the teaching of Jesus concerning the Sabbath, and this he does 

masterfully ' 

52 Hill, 'Son and Servant', pp 109-10 

53 So Davies, Matthew, ρ 95 Cf 23 23 

54 So S van Tilborg, The Jewish Leaders in Matthew (Leiden E J Brill, 

1972) 
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of men' and culminated in the condemnation of the innocent and 
widespread injustice.55 

We are also on familiar ground with the second passage in the imme
diate context: the healing of the man with the withered hand in 12.9-13. 
This pericope continues the theme of regulations over Sabbath obser
vance. The controversy is explored by contrasting the legality of 
rescuing animals with that of healing an individual.56 Incidentally, in 
these two passages Jesus is not presented as having abandoned Torah 
observance, nor is the question raised whether Sabbath should be 
maintained.57 Instead, the Pharisees are painted in a bad light for having 
more compassion towards animals than humans. Their refusal to allow 
a crippled man's healing, while no doubt a worthy point of discussion 
among the academy, is viewed by Matthew as essentially unjust. The 
serious implications of this heavy-handed wielding of Torah are 
evidenced in the following verses. Once again the material unique to 
Matthew is our guide to the emphases of the passage.58 In 12.11-12, 
Matthew includes a mashal to illustrate Jesus' point. The Pharisees are 
presented as valuing an entrapped sheep over that of a person bound by 
the effects of physical deformity. If Torah, or God, requires that one 
should wait until after the Sabbath for healing, so be it. If, however, 
mere human tradition stands in the man's way while similar traditions 

55. In addition to the thematic emphases, the unusual terms Matthew uses at this 
point may also point in this direction. The adjective αναίτιος, used only here in the 
New Testament (vv. 5, 7), is never used for an animate being in the LXX or other 
literature. (See Deut. 19.10, 13; 21.8, 9; Susannah 1.60-62. The formulation το 
αίμα το αναίτιο ν occurs twice and αίμα αναίτιο ν occurs 4 times.) In fact, it only 
occurs in the LXX in definite and indefinite formulations of 'innocent blood'. This is 
unusual given the fact that in the LXX the normal term for human innocence is 
αθώος (cf. Mt. 27.4 αίμα άθωον, p. 24). Likewise, the verb καταδικάζειν is also 
obscure; one would have instead expected κατακρίνειν. 

56. On the rescuing of animals on the Sabbath, see the lenient b. Sab. 128b; b. 
B. Mes. 32b; cf. the more stringent CD 11.13-4, 16-17. On healing on the Sabbath 
see the frequently cited m. Yom. 8.6 (cf. Mek. Exod. 22.2; 23.13); m. Sab. 22.6. 

57. One cannot, of course, escape the question of Jesus' relation to Torah in this 
section. The issue of whether one could heal on the Sabbath is a complex one. For 
an overview of the issues involved see Sigal, Halakah, pp. 136-42. 

58. Mt. 12.9-10 and 12b-14 are based upon Mk 3.1-6 (so most commentators); 
however, determining the source of vv. 11-12a is more difficult. Mt. 12.11 may 
derive from either Q (cf. Lk. 13.15 and 14.5) or M. Mt. 12.12a seems to be the 
result of Matthaean redaction (so Davies and Allison, Matthew, Π, p. 316). 
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allow for an animal to be removed from a ditch, one cannot but con
clude that the ruling is not only unjust but essentially cruel. Jesus' 
healing of the man's arm then is tantamount to the liberation of an 
individual from the oppression of an unjust decision by leadership. 

Thus, injustice is integral to these two stories as presented in 
Matthew. Both parties depicted, although innocent, are condemned by 
the Pharisees: the disciples for eating grain and the crippled man for 
having the bad fortune of having Jesus arrive on the Sabbath. That 
Jesus allows the disciples to eat in the field and heals the man's arm 
suggests that in contrast to the injustice propagated by the Pharisees, 
Jesus' rule is a just one.59 The conflict results from the threat that Jesus 
poses to the Jewish leadership's control of society through halakah. 
Jesus is perceived as one who has subverted their world. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this article has attempted to demonstrate that the motif of 
justice is central to this section of Matthew. More particularly, the con
trast between Jesus' just treatment of those who follow him and the 
unjust judgments of the Pharisees is striking. That such a perspective is 
valid is evident on several levels. 

First, the citation of Isa. 42.1-4 has been edited by Matthew to bring 
out more clearly the temporal element of the announcement of justice 
evidenced in Jesus' ministry and the anticipation of its future permanent 
state at the end of the ages. Second, the characterization of the Pharisees 
throughout Matthew confirms that their unjust treatment of people is a 
recurring theme. Third, the burden of Pharisaic halakah that is implied 
in 11.28-30 is given fuller expression in 12.1-8 and 9-13, in which the 
oppressive regime of the Pharisees is exposed. 

Significantly, Jesus is presented as the humble messiah who, with 
compassion and a correct understanding of Torah—that God desires 
mercy and not sacrifice—offers freedom in the form of his lighter yoke 
to those who are oppressed and down-trodden. The messiah has arrived, 
as the message and deeds of Jesus bear out. Concomitant with the 
arrival of Israel's messiah is the just rule of God, but because the 
Kingdom of God has only begun in some way, the incomplete state 

59 Doyle's contention ('Concern of the Evangelist', ρ 17) that the point at 

issue in the citation of Isa 42 1-4 and Mt 12 is in conflict with the Pharisees is 

correct as far as it goes 
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eagerly anticipates the final consummation when God's humble servant, 

the Beloved, will bring forth justice victoriously. 

ABSTRACT 

This article builds upon the observation that a definition of κρίσις as 'justice' rather 
than 'judgment' may offer a clue to the role of Isa. 42.1-4 in Mt. 12.18-21. It 
begins by exploring Old Testament contexts in which κρίσις is linked to concepts 
of mercy, salvation, and the rule of the ideal Davidid. In Matthew, it appears that 
justice is central to the servant's ministry, Jesus' compassionate approach to people 
and the Law, and the anticipated messianic rule. The paper closes with an 
exploration of the ethical element of justice in Matthew's presentation of Jesus' 
message and ministry in Mt. 11.28-12.21 vis-à-vis Pharisaic leadership. As 
messiah, Jesus provides justice for the oppressed and down-trodden through 
miracles and teaching in a non-confrontational fashion, while the Pharisees promote 
injustice through their insistence upon strict halakic observance. 
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