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Matthew 27:51-53 in the Theology of the Evangelist
David Hill.

At the very moment of Jesus' death, when he yielded up
his spirit with a great cry, Matthew in his passion
narrative describes two apocalyptic signs or, more
properly, apocalyptic events ( TG yevlueva 27.54),
The first - the rending of the curtain of the Temple -
has been the subject of much discussion, but the second
is no less worthy of investigation. It reads:

...... and the earth shook, and the rocks were

split; the tombs also were opened, and many

bodies of the saints were raised, and coming

out of the tombs after his resurrection they

went into the holy city and appeared to many.

(27:51b-53)

Of the many questions which this pericope raises we shall
focus our attention, as best we may, on two: What inter-
pretation of Jesus' death is implied in this apocalypse,
and what does this passage suggest about the advent of
God's kingdom in the theology of Matthew?

Before we enter upon our redaction-critical investigation
some preliminary observations on the passage which are of
a more general kind are in order. (i) The brief apocalypse
is the vehicle of a theological (and eschatological) inter-
pretation of Jesus' death: to inquire as to its historic-
ity would involve us in a host of pseudo-problems and cause
us to lose sight of the true meaning. " (ii) The vocabulary
and imagery of the passage owe so much to 0ld Testament
and inter-testamental traditions that it is conceivable
that the pericope existed as a pre-Matthean apocalyptic
fragment to which the evangelist his added redactional _
details (ueta thv Eyepoiv autod,.kal &vepavloBnoav moAhoig).
For 1instance the earthquake was, in the 01d
Testament and later Jewish apocalyptic writings, a common
theme of theophany, when God would judge his enemies in
wrath and rescue his faithful people by establishing his
rule on earth (cf.Judg.5:4, 2 Sam.22:8 and Ps.68:8) : the
rending of the rocks, in conjunction with earthquake,
recalls the Elijah episode narrated in 1 Kgs.19:11. The
opening of the tombs and the resurrection of the righteous
formed part of the seemingly popular eschatology evidenced
in Dan.12:2, Isa.26:19 and Ezek.37:7, 12-14. The process-
ion to the holy city may well have for long in tradition

76



Hill, Matthew, IBS 7, April 1985.

been understood in terms of entry to the heavenly
Jerusalem, an interpretation which seemed natural

to many of the early Christian Fathers. Despite these
parallels in content, little or nothing is gained by

the hypothesis of an already existing apocalyptic frag-
ment edited by Matthew: it is as likely, if not more so,
that the evangelist himself brought together a number of
well-known apocalyptic images in order to convey his own
distinctive message. (iii) The signs or happenings
which, according to these verses, follow upon Jesus'
death and those associated with his resurrection (28:2-14)
have obvious literary links. Both are introduced with
the Matthean kalL (500 , which draws attention to their
special importance. Each passage tells of an earthquake
- a divine, revelatory intervention. And the two pass-
ages use the motif of fear to contrasting effect: the
fear of the Roman guards leads to a confession of faith,
whereas the fear of the Jewish guards later leaves them
like dead men. It would seem that Matthew quite delib-
rately wanted his readers to link the death and the
resurrection of Jesus in terms of their effects. (iv)

Of particular importance for the language and meaning of
27:51-53 is Ezek.37:7,12-14 in the Greek translation:
"And it came to pass that, as I prophesied, behold, there
was an earthquake...Thus says the Lord, 'Behold, I open
your tombs and I shall lead you from your tombs and I
shall lead you into the land of Israel. And you shall
know that I am the Lord when I open your tombs to lead
you, my people, from your tombs. And I shall give my
spirit to you, and you shall live, and I shall place you
in your own land, and you shall know that I the Lord have
spoken and will do it'" In the Judaism of Matthew's day
this great prophetic vision of Israel's spiritual renewal
was interpreted as a type or symbol of the messianic
salvation, of God's inbreaking at the eschaton. Therefore
Matthew 29:51b-53 is affirming that Jesus' death 18 the
moment of God's eschatological intervention, which
includes the general resurrection of the dead. Whether
the saintly dead of Israel's past who rise at the death
of Israel's Messiah are all the devout Israelites who
died before Jesus, or a specially pious few (the patri-
archs, or the martyrs, or the prophets, as in Ign.Magn.9)
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is secondary to the striking declaration that the
resurrection of the dead (prophesied by Ezekiel) has
begun with the life-giving death of Jesus.But already
we are anticipating the results of our investigation.
(v) According to the text, the resurrected saints
entered Jerusalem only after Jesus' resurrection
(uetd tnv Ey¥epoLv avtol ) and so it is asked:

did they come out of their tombs only after Jesus'
resurrection, or did they come. forth and wait around
in the countryside till Jesus had risen? Apparently
exercised by the problem J. Wenham has suggested
that a full-stop or other strong punctuation be
placed after  dvepxénoav and the rest of the
verse treated as parenthetical, thus absolving
Matthew from the charge of depicting living saints
cooped up for days in tombs around the city: but
this, in my view, is to break an established,
eschatological sequence for the sake of solving a
modern logical or qua51—h1stor1cal problem We may
legitimately see in peta tnv £yepoLv autol

a Matthean accommodation to the basic Christological
affirmation that Christ was the firstfruits of them
that slept (1 Cor.15:20), all the rest awaiting the
general resurrection (1 Thess.4:16): but to say that
is not to imply that this resurrection of the saints
should or once did form the sequel to the earthquake
at Jesus' resurrection (28:2) and . was mistakenly
recorded at this point: Matthew's theological purpose
would be misunderstood on that view.

The Meaning of Matthew 27:51b-53

Mark had already invested the death of Jesus with
apocalyptic cvertones .by mentioning the darkness at
noon and the rending of the Temple veil. Matthew
heightens the eschatological character of Jesus'
death by the description of additicnal apocalyp-
tic events. The- rending of the Temple veil 1is
accompanied by an earthquake, an apocalyptic motif
Matthew adds to other passages in his gospel (8: 24
and 28:2). This "shattering of the foundations" of
_the old creation signifies God's definitive judgment-
the passive voice indicates the agency of God - on
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the old age (Amos 8:8-10,9:1) and the beginning of
his restored cosmic rule. As E. Schweizer says,"God
with his new world breaks into the old world, just as
in 1 Kings 19:11 his appearance caused the earth to
quake and the rocks of Horeb to split." What 1is
distinctively Matthean is that what is earth-shaking,
in the truest sense of the word, is Jesus' death.

The earthquake, however, is not an isolated sign. It
sets off a chain-reaction: the earthquake splits the
rocks, the splitting of the rocks opens the tombs,and
the opening of the tombs allows the dead to come forth
That these verses represent one of the earliest
expressions of the belief that Jesus went to the under-
world directly after his death and there set the 01d
Testament saints free to share in the resurrection (cf.
1 Pet.3:19,4:16) seems unlikely: the words ust& tﬁv
gyepoLv cannot mean "after he had raised them".
What Matthew is daringly and dramatically symbolizing

is the truth that the death of Jesus is life-giving:

the dead rise, so to speak, at the cross, and the
promises of Ezek.37 are fulfilled. It is possible
that Matthew's use of the unusual phrase J@fikev TO
nvedua (lit."delivered over the spirit") to
describe Jesus' act of dying is intentional: the
eschatological, life-giving spirit promised in Ezekiel's
vision is actually conferred in Jesus' death. Be that

as it may, -the resurrection of the dead, prophesied by
Ezekiel, is actualized (proleptically) in the death of
Jesus. Nothing could be clearer than that the death of
Jesus is for Matthew the pivotal eschatological event
which includes the general resurrection of the dead.But
for Matthew the death of Jesus is very skilfully tied
together with - his resurrection, as we have noticed:
therefore it is not reading into Matthew to speak of
his presenting the death/resurrection of Jesus as one
apocalyptic event, the eschatological turning of the
ages which ushers in the Kingdom of God in decisive
form. The relationship of 27:51b-53 and the words found
in John 5:29,"....the hour is coming when all who are in
the tombs (&v tolC uvnusioLq ) will hear his (i.e. the
Son of Man's) voice and come forth" must remain a matter
for speculation. That there are similarities cannot be
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denied, but whether these can be accounted for by
suggesting that they deriﬁe ultimately from an
original saying of Jesus is very problematic.

If indeed Matthew 27:51-53 proclaims the death/
resurrection of Jesus as the moment of God's esch-
atological intervention into the world, then the
Matthean theology of Jesus' death and resurrection
poses the problem as to whether there is a definable
theological interpretation of history in Matthew.

To confront that question means that we have to look
briefly at approaches to Matthew's ‘'"historical
perspective", on the assumption that that terminology
is appropriate to the work of the evangelist.

Matthew's Historical Perspective.

Scholars differ widely in their views about Mattheu's
historical perspective. For instance, G. Strecker
claims that the delay of the Parousia forced Matthew,
as it did second-generation Christians in general, to
rethink the problem of historical time-past and future.
In response to this delay Matthew (in Strecker's view)
composes a "life of Jesus" and orders it as '"the way
of righteousness" in the history of salvation which
spans three epochs. The "time of Jesus'" (including
John the Baptist and the disciples), the time of the
exclusive mission to Israel, is the central epoch.
This age, which ends with the death of Jesus, is
preceded by the period of the 0ld Testament, the
"time of the fathers and the prophets", ending with
the rejection of Israel, and is followed by the "time
of the church" (extending to the Pgrousia), the open-
ing of the gospel to the Gentiles. The destruction
of Jerusalem in A.D.70 is no more than the visible
manifestation of a rejection already realised. Matthew's
Gospel therefore explicitly regards the past (Jesus!
life) as past and so should be read christologically,
not ecclesiologically.

H. FrankemBlle's position in Jahwebund und Kirche
Christi is radically different. Matthew's Gospel
in his view has no real historical = interest in past
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events. What looks like history is actually narrative
fiction designed solely to speak to the situation of
Matthew's own day and his readers' interests. Being
quite unconcerned with the bruta facta of the immediate
past, Matthew consistently "dehistoricizes" his tradition
(of narrative and discourse) and speaks, not of the Jesus
.of the past, but of his own ghristian community and the
exalted Lord of the present. The interpretative key to
the Gospel is ecclesiology, rather than Christology,
though the two are really inseparable. Writing his
"covenant theology"(Bundestheologie), Matthew sees
salvation-history undifferentiatedly as a qualitative
whole: in reality, all is present (the time of the
evangelist).

An intermediate position is adopted by J.D. Kingsbur?.
He concludes that salvation-history for Matthew consists
of two epochs, "the time of Israel"” which is preparatory
to and prophetic of the coming of the Messiah, and "the
time of Jesus (Messiah)" which, from Matthew's point of
view, extends from the beginning of the ministry of John
and of Jesus himself, through post-Easter times to the
coming consummation of the age. Though "the time of
Jesus" contains various stages (past, present, future)
these should not be regarded as qualitatively different
(Matthew's own age, for example, the time of the church,
is an extension or sub-category of the time of Jesus),
nor should they be ranged along a scale of increasing
eschatological intensity. FrankemBlle, according to
Kingsbury, is wrong in contending that Matthew dissolves
past history into present concerns. The evangelist does
distinguish historical stages within the epoch of Jesus
(e.g. the days of Jesus, the time following Easter, the
consummation), but these do not differ in eschatological
intensity: to claim that they do simply does not fit the
relationship Matthew establishes between the days of
Jesus and the time following Easter.

In approaching the question of historical perspective

in Matthew's Gospel, it is helpful, in my view, to realise
that the evangelist operates, as it were, with two levels
of discourse. There is a level of narration, grounded in
tradition and embodying an historical perspective on the
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past, though it is seen through faith and hence
idealized. But there is also in Matthew a
second level which makes this past narrative
relevant to the needs of the evangelist's own
community. Although neither level of discourse
is ever totally absent, in some contexts one
level may take precedence over the other, and
the Gospel will slip imperceptibly from one to
the other (as in chapter 18). To canonize
relevance, or in other words, to read Matthew
from an exclusively ecclesiological viewpoint, is
to fall into Frankemolle's exaggerated assess-
ment of Matthew as narrative-fiction, with no
interest in the past as past. On the other hand,
those from whom the Gospel's overriding function
is to give the reader a theological perspective
on history can stress the christological to the
neglect of the ecclesiological: for instance,
Strecker claims that Matthew presents no explicit
understanding of the church.

Jesus' Death in Matthew's Theology of History

In my view, Kingsbury does not satisfactorily

reckon with Matthew's historical perspective. By
reason of his stress on Christology, he can say
that "What is constitutive of Matthew's concept

of the history of salvation..... is the abiding
presence of qSSus with his disciples both 'then'
and 'now'". But, in effect, that means that

there are no longer, strictly speaking, periods
within salvation-history, for God's kingdom

becomes present with equal and unchanging intensity.
However, if we are to do justice to Matthew's
concern with ecclesiology, we shall see that the
radical shift from Israel to the Christian community
represents a new, more intense presence of the
Kingdom. To J.P. Meier's claim that the death/
resurrection of Jesus in Matthew's Gospel not only
inaugurates the "time of the church" but marks "die
Wende der Zeit... the earth-shaking beginning of
the new aeon..." , Kingsbury responds by observing
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that the difficulty with this view is that it places
the days of Jesus, the period of the church and the
consummation on a graduated scale of eschatological
intensity, a schema which does not (in his opinion )
fit the relationship Matthew establishes between the
days of Jesus and the time following Easter. But the
latter is no more than a hypothesis put forward by
Kingsbury himself: failure to fit it does not make
the schema of increasing eschatological intensity any
thing more than merely inconvenient, and'inconvenient'
does not mean 'wrong'. It would be surprising if the
arrival of the new age was not a moment of greater
eschatological intensity than any moment or period
prior to it. (The trouble, of course, is with the word
"eschatological, and its extremely wide-ranging use).

It is loyalty to his own hypothesis that makes
Kingsbury mishandle the position of R. Kratz in his
book Auferweckung als Befreiung.13 Kratz argues that.
by reason of the Matthean insertion concerning the
the raising of the saints (27:52-3), it is the death
of Jesus in the first Gospel that inaugurates the'"end-
time". To this claim Kingsbury replies:"This position
however, flies in the face of the eschatological impli-
cations of a passage such as 1:23 and also ignores the
fact that already in 11:5 Matthew writes of Jesus that
'dead are raised'" Whatever may have to be admitted
of "God with us'"-and I suspect that in this connection
the word "eschatological" is being used with a quite
distinctive significance - the raising of the dead
mentioned in 11:5 (although a pre-figurative sign )
cannot be equated, in eschatological value, with 27:52:
the former is mere resuscitation and entails dying again:
the latter is "resurrection" as the sign of the new age
Kingsbury has become a prisoner of his prejudice against
there being any difference in eschatological intensity
between the various stages within "the epoch of Jesus".
But surely - and we are trying to view the matter from
the standpoint of Matthew - the consummation of the age
will have a greater eschatological intensity, a greater
awareness of"end-ness'"., than the present?
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It is often said that there is a vagueness in
Matthew's Gospel as to the exact moment or event
that brings about the turning-point of the age15
the decisive shift in God's economy. O.H.Steck
locates the imprecision in Matthew's attempt to
effect a joint between two disparate strands of
tradition: a Palestinian tradition which maintains
that Israel's exclusion is due to its opposition
to Christian preachers, and a Hellenist tradition
in which the exclusion results from opposition to
the Son sent by God. Matthews, however,is no naive
copyist of disparate elements. True, Matthew sees
Israel's obduracy as a totality: John the Baptist,
Jesus himself, the disciples, all preach the same
Kingdom and all meet the same opposition.The three
parables of Matt. 21:28-22:14 bring out this unrel-
enting obstinacy with clarity: yet even there the
accent falls on the central parable (the wicked
Tenants) and on the killing of the son. In assess-
ing Matthew's theology we must reckon with the
central importance of Jesus' death/resurrection.The
same death that crowns the chosen people's reject-
ion effects as well God's decisive in-breaking, the
earthshaking beginning18f the new age. I am aware
that Robert Gundry “takes an entirely different
view of the significance of our pericope, 27:51-53.
In his opinion. Matthew does not want to show that
the end has come, or begun, with Jesus' death and
resurrection: he wants only to show a preview of
the end which will guarantee the hope of those who
suffer in the way of righteousness: the apocalypse
is a way of encouraging persecuted disciples. But,
even if the encouragement of disciples is a feature
of Matthew's passion narrative (as it is in Mark),
the presence of that motif is utterly insufficient
to account for the compilation and introduction of
this highly-charged apocalyptic pericope.

Jesus'Death and the Advent of the Kingdom.

For Matthew "the kingdom of God" is central to
Jesus' preaching. and for Matthew the concept
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contains a two-fold internal tension: above/below and
now /some day. God's sovereignty must be realised on
earth as it is in heaven (Matt.6:10). Here the
evangelist aligns himself with Jewish theology. But in
union with the Synoptic tradition Matthew looked
forward to the future - the completely new and unfore-

seeable - inbreaking of God's kingdom. That "kingdom"
(or "experienced sovereignty") - always somehow present

throughout salvation-history, and unifying both
Testaments - admits to more intense degrees of realis-
ation. Through his redaction, that is, through his
adding the apocalypse of 27:51b-53, Matthew takes the
theological position that the climactic moment in this
in-breaking is Jesus' death/resurrection. "When the
centurion and those who were with him, keeping watch
over Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took place,they
were filled with awe and said, 'Truly this was the Son
of God'". The Gentile community has become believers
and the universal mission commanded at the end of the
Gospel by the risen Lord (28:16-20) is realised, prol-
eptically, at the cross. Thus the union of death and
resurrection as one event is again stressed, the one
apocalyptic event which brings in the Kingdom decisive-
ly and in power.
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