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146 EscuaroLocy v Bmie & THEOLOGY

In another context I will deal with Luke 16:17.1Instead, it is
my aim here to propose a new interpretation of Mark 13:31 (and
parallels) and Matthew 5:18. In brief I propose that by ‘heaven and
earth’ is meant the Jerusalem temple and the Torah constitution at
the centre of which the former stands. Neither saying envisages the
collapse of the space-time universe (as has been understood by
modern interpretation). Both refer to the imminent end to the social,
religious and economic structure of Israel’s covenant relationship
with God with the attendant destruction of the temple.

The Two Gospel Sayings

The First Saying (Mark 13:31) v

Mark 13:31 (Mt. 24:35) comes at the climax of Jesus’ eschatological
prophecy; Mark 13:2-37 (Mt. 24:2-44). The occasion for the whole
chapter is a prediction of the destruction of the temple in AD 70,
which leads to an account in Mark 13:3-23 (Mt. 24:3-26) of the
tumultuous social and political upheavals in the years of revolt
which preceded that catastrophe. The orthodoxy of twentieth-century
scholarship has read the vivid description of cosmic disturbances and
the coming of the Son of Man in the latter half of this chapter (Mk.
13:24-37; Mt. 24:29-44) as a prediction of the end of the world, what, it
is assumed, Matthew calls the “parousia’. This ‘end-of-the-world” was
evidently closely associated with the destruction of Jerusalem which
would immediately precede it. Thus, within Mark 13:24-37 (Mt.
24:29-44) the description of the passing away of heaven and earth at
Mark 13:31 (Mt. 24:35) is read as an unequivocal statement of the end
of history, when the material empirical world will cease to exist.

This reading of the latter half of the chapter as a whole and
this verse in particular then creates an infamous problem in the
history of early Christianity: this cosmic melt-down has not yet
actually happened. The problem is acute because the previous verse
promises that ‘this generation will not pass away until all these
things happen’ (Mk. 13:30 and Mt. 24:34). That generation could
possibly be that of the evangelists, but is more naturally that of Jesus
Himself. Either way, this prophecy was not fulfilled and twentieth-
century scholars have been left to explore the social and religious

1In a forthcoming study I intend to show that Lk. 16:17 has a similar sense to my
interpretation of Mt. 5:18 because it, like Matthew’s verse, is set in the context
where the identity, privileges and cosmic ideology of the Jerusalem temple have
been appropriated by the Jesus community.
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implications of the so-called ‘delay of the parousia’ for the history of
earliest Christianity.

In the case of Mark, writing before the destruction of
Jerusalem, historically this failure can be explained simply as a result
of false prophecy. Yet for Matthew, who, it is normally assumed,
writes after AD 70, it is difficult to understand his insistence that the
end would take place ‘immediately” (ev6cw, verse 29) after the
tribulation of the years AD 66-70 (described in verses 15-26), since
that end-of-the-world did not actually take place ‘immediately” after
the destruction of Jerusalem.

In recent decades an attempt to circumvent the delay in the
parousia problem has been pursued by George B. Caird and his two
pupils Marcus Borg and N. T. Wright.2 Their approach, which is
represented now in its most thoroughgoing form in the first two
volumes of Wright's Christian Origins and the Question of God?
understands Mark 13 in its entirety as a prediction of the destruction
of Jerusalem and the world-wide cataclysmic events of the years AD
66-70. This rereading is, in turn, reliant on a reappraisal of
apocalyptic eschatological language generally, which, it is argued,
should not be viewed as a literal description of the space-time
universe, but, rather, a metaphorical account of events within history,
which thereby invests those events with their appropriate theological
meaning. That the language of Mark 13:24 (Mt. 24:29), in particular,
should refer to historical political events is consistent with the use of
similar imagery in the Old Testament where there is a marked
‘tendency to mythologize historical episodes to reveal their
transcendent meaning’.4

Obviously this approach is to be welcomed if it solves the
historical and literary problem of the so-called ‘delay of the parousia’.
Caird and his followers are right to pay closer attention to the
reference to socio-political realities in Jewish and Christian

2G. B. Caird, Jesus and the Jewish Nation (The Ethel M. Wood Lecture delivered
before the University of London on 9 March 1965; University of London: Athlone
Press, 1965), 20-22; M. Borg, Conflict, Holiness and Politics in the Teachings of Jesus
(Studies in the Bible and Early Christianity 5; New York & Toronto: Edwin
Mellen Press, 1984), 209-227. For nineteenth-century commentators who adopted
a similar position see e.g. A. Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the
Gospel according to St. Luke (1CC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1896), 485 on Lk. 21:32.
3The New Testament and the People of God (London: SPCK, 1992), 280-299 and Jesus
and the Victory of God (London: SPCK, 1996), 361-368.

4The words are those of Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973), 144. For Mk. 13:24 ¢f. esp. Is.
13:10; 34:4; Ezk. 32:7; Joel 2:10, 30-31; 3:15; Am. 8:9. Cf. generally e.g. Is. 51:9-11;Je
4:23-28.
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this verse is normally understood, the expression ‘until heaven and
earth pass away’ is meant either as a euphemistic ‘never’ or as a
reference to the cosmic melt-down which we have already described.
Either way, the (probably Jewish-Christian) author of this verse and
the compiler of Matthew assumed that the Torah remained valid in
its entirety (i@t &v i pia xepaia 0 pi napérln, ‘one jot or tittle will
not pass away’) both during Jesus’ ministry and throughout the
subsequent history of the church.

Not only does this clearly fly in the face of the policy of other
early Christian leaders such as Paul, Stephen and the author of Mark
(see esp. Mk. 7:1-23), it also creates a problem within the immediate
Matthean context, since it is widely assumed that some kind of
relativization of the Torah is involved in the third (5:31-32), fourth
(5:33-37), fifth (5:38-42) and sixth (5:43-48) of the ‘antitheses’.

Matthew 5:18 would appear to deny that any of the details of
the Torah can become redundant (‘pass away’). The issue, it should
be noted, is not the Torah’s annulment, for which the previous verse
has used the verb xataibw, but its relativization, for which the verb
napépyouat is used. Whilst there is indisputably no antagonistic sense
of annulment of the Torah in 5:21-48,° the latter four ‘antitheses’ do
envisage that, at the very least, there is an appropriate passing away
in the sense of obsolescence to some of the Torah’s provisions. The
Torah's provisions for the appropriate implementation of divorce
(Dt. 24:1-4),10 the saying of oaths (Lv. 22:17-25; Nu. 6; 15:1-10; 30; Dt.
23:21-23; ¢f. 11QTemple 53:9-54:7),11 the laws of retribution (Ex. 21:24;
Lv. 24:20; Dt. 19:21) and vengeance against one’s enemies (e.g. Dt.
25:17-19) are now to be disregarded. One conclusion cannot be
avoided: in this teaching-material there is the passing away of many of
the Torah's jots and tittles.12

9W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel
of Saint Matthew (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988), 1. 507-509.

10The issue is highly complicated, but Mt. 19:3-9 at least understands what the
Old Testament allowed to no longer be relevant.

1For the Old Testament’s commandment that oaths be said, see Ex. 22:10; Nu.
5:19-22.

12]t js a weakness of much of the discussion to date, and the position represented
by recent commentaries, especially that of Davies and Allison, that only two
options — conformity to Torah (albeit with radicalization) and (antagonistic)
contradiction — are offered as ways of understanding the relationship between
Jesus’ teaching and Torah. A third way, otherwise explored by, for example, John
Meier, Law and History in Matthew’s Gospel (AnBib 71; Rome, 1976), which
emphasizes the controlling salvation-historical paradigm, deserves greater atten-
tion.
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In the recent history of interpretation there has been much
reflection on whether there is any history of religions precedent for a
messianic Torah in which some of the details of the law no longer
apply. W. D. Davies has collected some rabbinic evidence for this
expectation, but it is mostly late and of meagre volume.13 Matthew
5:18 has therefore been widely compared with a common Jewish
view of the law as eternal and unchanging.14 However, in the light of
recent work on the Temple Scroll from Qumran (11QTS) there is at
least one very important pre-Christian parallel to the belief that in the
eschaton some laws of the old Torah would become obsolete. In his
recent monograph of the temple Scroll Michael Wise has ably
demonstrated that the hermeneutical key to the writing of the
Temple Scroll is the construction of an eschatological Torah. As such,
laws pertaining to Israel outside the Land in a state of exile are
deemed no longer relevant to the eschatological conditions of the
people of the renewed covenant, and are therefore omitted.1> This
Torah envisages no more sexual immorality (Dt. 23:18-19), divorce o1
polygamy (Dt. 24:1-4; 25:5-10, cf. 57:17-19 and CD 4:12-5:2), no more
borrowing or lending, no more slavery (Dt. 15:8-18; 23:16-17; 24:7); nc
foreigners (Dt. 14:28-29; 15:1-7; 23:20-21; 24:14-15, 17-23; 26:1-11, 12
15), and no more wicked men (Dt. 19:1-13; 24:7; 25:1-3, 11-12, cf.
4QpPs 37 ii 6-7; Pss. Sol. 17:27). All the laws which pertain to, or ever
touch on, these pre-eschatological realities are thus deemed
redundant. The importance of the Temple Scroll has been noted by
W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison in their recent commentary, thougt
they are now wrong to insist that this text does not ‘call into question
. . the perpetuity of the Mosaic Law’.1é On the contrary, it does
precisely that. In Matthean terms, the Temple Scroll describes ar
(eschatological) time when many of the jots and tittles have passec
away from the Torah.

In the context of second temple eschatological expectations
Matthew 5:21-48 now makes perfect sense as not only a radicalizatior
of Torah, but also a relativization of contents which the Jesu:

13Torah in the Messianic Age andfor the Age to Come (JBLMS 8; Philadelphia, 1952)
Setting of the Sermon on the Mount (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
1964), 109-190.

Cf. e.g. Exod. Rab. 6:1; Lev. Rab. 19:2; Bar. 4:1; Wis. 18:4; 4 Ezra 9:37.

15Gee esp. Michael Owen Wise, A Critical Study of the Temple Scroll from Cave 1
(The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago; Studies in Ancient Orienta
Civilisation 49; Chicago, 1990), 161-175. See p. 188 for the similarity to Matthew’
gospel. Also his ‘The Eschatological Vision of the Temple Scroll’, JNES 49 (1990,
155-172.

16Matthew, 492, f. 493, n. 28.
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all nations (28:18-20).25 Secondly, elsewhere amongst early Christians
— Paul in particular - the relativization of the Torah is associated with
the death and resurrection of Jesus (Rom. 3:21-28; 7:4; Gal. 2:19).
Thirdly, all four gospels regard the death and resurrection of Jesus as
an eschatological event.26 Already in Mark the darkening of the
whole earth at the sixth hour; the rending of the temple veil as Jesus
breathed His last; the application of Old Testament ‘Day of the Lord’
prophecies from deutero-Zechariah and the parallelism between
Mark 13 and the passion, interpret the death and resurrection as
eschato- logical events. In Matthew this interpretation is accentuated
in a specifically cosmological direction by the addition of the
description of an earthquake at the crucifixion and the raising of the
dead from their tombs (Mt. 27:51b-53). Finally, that by all these
events Matthew understands at least a figurative reference to the
passing away of heaven and earth might be suggested by the fact that
at 28:11 one of the guards from the tomb went to the chief priests and
reported to them éravia ta yevopeva (‘all that had happened’). The
language in this peculiarly Matthean verse is remarkably similar to
the mavta yévntor of Matthew 5:18d. It now becomes clear that the
purpose of this last clause of 5:18 is to specify the passing away of
heaven and earth as a specifically Christological focused event within
imminent history.

Whilst this approach has much to be recommended, in its
present formulation it suffers, broadly speaking, from two
deficiencies.?? First, Davies and Allison have objected that ‘Matthew
nowhere explicitly relates changes in the Torah to Jesus’ passion and
resurrection. . . 28 This point can be overstated since it is possible that
(a) Matthew 28:18-20 envisages a mission to the nations in which the

25See esp. Meier, Law and History, 25-29.

26See esp. D. C. Allison, The End of the Ages has Come: An Early Interpretation of the
Passion and Resurrection of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).

27For what follows see Davies and Allison, Matthew, I. 494-495. Criticisms from
Phillip Segal, The Halakah of Jesus of Nazareth according to the Gospel of Matthew
(Lanham: University Press of America, 1986), 22, are really beside the point.
From 2 Cor. 5:17 it is clear that some early Christians thought that by virtue of
the arrival of the Messiah, heaven and earth had undergone an eschatological
transformation. Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount (Waco: Word, 1982), 146,
objects to Meier’s interpretation on the grounds that the fulfilment quotations,
which it may be argued underlie 5:18d, refer to Jesus’ life and ministry in
Matthew, not to the death and resurrection. However, the connection between
Jesus’ death and resurrection and 5:18d via the fulfilment of Old Testament
prophecy, which is in fact present at 26:54, 56; 27:9-10, need only be a subsidiary
point in the argument.

28Davies and Allison, Matthew, 494, n. 33.
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identity markers which constitute the Torah no longer pertain, but
have been replaced by Baptism in the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and
Jesus’ teaching in the gospel, and that (b) the Lord’s supper (Mt.
26:26-30), and that which it symbolically represents, is intended to
replace the temple cult as the means of atonement. Yet, Davies and
Allison are right that the relativization of the details of the Torah are
not explicitly related to Jesus’ death and resurrection in Matthew.
Rather the Matthean teaching which seems to relativize the Torah
(5:21-48, cf. 12:1-8; 19:1-9) pertains to the situation in the ministry.29
Unless the intention is heavily allegorical and Matthew’s readers had
no thought for the life of Jesus, only their own community situation,
then the Torah's relativization is not strictly analogous to the
dispensational difference between mission to Israel before death/
resurrection and to the nations after that event.30 The relativization of
the Torah during the ministry would imply that already, before the
death and resurrection, it would be true to say that for Matthew
‘heaven and earth’ have passed, or are in the process of passing
away.

The second objection, which takes us to the heart of this
study, is the modern inability to conceive of Jesus’ death and
resurrection as the passing away of heaven and earth. Even though
Dale Allison has made a good case for an eschatological
interpretation of the passion, he has gone beyond many and himself
falls short of the passion narrative as the event which could be
described in the language used at Matthew 5:18b. Whilst there are
earthly cosmic disturbances at the crucifixion, it is not clear how they
could be described as the ‘passing away of heaven and earth’. Even
Meier himself assumes that at Matthew 24:35 there is a reference to
the “catastrophic events in the cosmos at the end of human history’.
There is then, for him, a clear conflict of intention between the two,
otherwise very similar verses, Matthew 5:18 and 24:35. Although he
sees an intimate linguistic and redactional relationship between these
two verses, Meier can only attempt an unconvincing cover-up of the
obvious inconsistency which his ‘end-of-the-world’ reading of the
latter creates.3!

But Meier’s approach is not to be discarded. It has the
unquestionable strength of its salvation-historical and Christo-

Cf. ibid., 494, n. 33; *. . . the “fulfilment” of 5:17-20, a passage which after all
introduces the rest of Mt. 5, is more naturally interpreted as referring to the
teaching of the earthly Jesus rather than to salvific events at the end of the
ministry”.

30Pace Meier, e.g. Vision, 234.

3tMeier, Law and History, 62-63.
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Testament/Hebrew Bible scholars who have welcomed the presence
of the belief in the temple-as-microcosm throughout Israel’s canonical
scriptures.

With respect to the post-exilic Priestly material (P), Joseph
Blenkinsopp argued in a 1976 article that the writer of P has
structured his material in order to establish a set of literary and
linguistic correspondences between creation (Gn. 1) and the taber-
nacle (Ex. 25-40).41 In a similar vein P. J. Kearney has argued that in
Exodus 25-31, where in seven speeches each beginning with the
words ‘And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying . . .” (Ex. 25:1-30:10;
30:11-16; 30:16-21; 30:22-33; 30:34-38; 31:1-11; 31:12-17), God gives
Moses His blueprint for the tabernacle, there is a deliberate
correspondence to the seven days of creation in Genesis 1.42
Obviously, this means that creation has its home in the liturgy of the
cult and the tabernacle is a mini-cosmos.*3

A similar picture emerges from the literature of the exile and
early post-exilic literature. Susan Niditch has convincingly demon-
strated that the same ideology permeates the vision of the new
_temple community in Ezekiel 40-48. She creatively draws on
comparative religion material and concludes: ‘On one level, Ezekiel’s
' vision is the building, is the cosmos, as the mandala in each of its
. orders is the cosmos.” The importance of temple mythology for first
- and second Zechariah is well-known, and Eibert J. C. Tigchellar has
- now suggested that, like Exodus 25-31, the visions of Zechariah 1-8
-~ are structured to conform to the sequence in Genesis 1.44
: Jon D. Levenson, who further supplies clear proof for the
. roots of this mythology in the architecture of the solomonic temple,
" has gathered up much of the wider biblical material in a
* thoroughgoing demonstration of its importance for biblical

' Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1977), 86-89; Levenson, Creation, 96. In Acts 7-48-
| 50 it is the hellenist Stephen who attacks this cosmic mythology and in b. Sukk.
' 51b and b. B. Bat. 4a the cosmopolitan Herod has to be dissuaded from
. destroying its architectural representation in his temple rebuilding project.
4'The Structure of P, CBQ 38 (1976), 275-292 (esp. 275-283).
- 42Creation and Liturgy: The P Redaction of Exodus 2540, ZAW 89 (1977), 375-
387.
- 43For the reception of Kearney’s argument, which can be developed much
 further, see, e.g., Moshe Weinfeld, ‘Sabbath, Temple and the Enthronement of the
Lord, The Problem of the Sitz-im-Leben of Gen. 1:1-2:3, in A. Caquot and M.
' Delcor (eds.), Mélanges bibliques et orientaux en I’honneur de M. Henri Cazelles
(AOAT 212; Neukirchen-Viuyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1981), 501-511; Levenson,
Creation, 82-83.
44Prophets of Old and the Day of the End: Zechariah, the Book of Waichers and
Apocalyptic (OS 35; Leider: Brill, 1996), 18-19, 38, 45.
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theology.45 From our fragmentary knowledge of Israel’s various
calendars, it is clear that the two principal New Year festivals, in
Tishri and Nisan were associated with the dedication of the
sanctuary (1 Ki. 8:2; ¢f. 2 Ch. 7:9; 1 Ki. 12:32-33; Ezr. 3:1-6) and the
erection of the tabernacle (Ex. 40:2, 17) respectively.46 In its earliest
history this temple mythology has to be understood in the context of
ancient Near Eastern mythology related to kingship, the divine
conflict with the forces of Chaos and foundation of temple/city. That
the cosmic temple mythology should have made an impact on
Israelite religion is to be expected, since this was always part of the
mythological lingua franca of the ancient Near East.#” Perhaps its
simplest biblical example is Psalm 78:69 where we read:

He built his sanctuary like the high heavens, like the earth, which he
has founded for ever.

On the basis of detailed points of correspondence between biblical
texts and ancient Near Eastern parallels, Levenson raises the
‘tantalising possibility that “‘heaven and earth”... in the Hebrew Bible
may, on occasion, be an appellation of Jerusalem or its temple.”s8 His
case is particularly strong for a text such as Isaiah 65:17-18 where the
new heavens and earth are related to the restoration of Jerusalem:

For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former
things shall not be remembered or come to mind. But be glad and
rejoice for ever in what I am creating; for I am about to create
Jerusalem as ajoy ... %

Needless to say, this possibility is of enormous significance for our
two New Testament texts.

In the light of this Old Testament material, the presence of
the wider temple mythology throughout post-biblical literature and

45Zjon, 111-176; Creation, 78-99. In both volumes Levenson explores the wider
ideological and theological issues at stake in the history of the modern
suppression of this Old Testament mythology.

46For tabernacles/Day of Atonement and New Creation see Jub. 5:10-19, esp. 5:18
referring to Lv. 16:34 and 11QTS 299 at the end of a description of the sacrifices
for tabernacles.

47For examples of ancient Near Eastern parallels to the temple as microcosm
motif see Victor (Avidgor) Hurowitz, I Have Built You an Exalted House: Temple
Building in the Bible in Light of Mesopotamian and Northwest Semitic Writings JSOTS
115; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992), 335-337.

48Creation, 90.

491bid., 90-91: Levenson compares the use of the expression ‘heaven and earth” at
Gn. 14:19.
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The implications of this mythology for Mark 13:31 (Mt. 24:35)
hardly need comment.58 Within the broader sweep of mﬁ wmnﬁ&m
focus throughout this eschatological chapter and the specific time
reference in the preceding verse (Mk. 13:30; Mt. 24:34), Jesus’ promise
that ‘heaven and earth’ will pass away makes best sense, not as a
collapse of the space—time universe, as has been so often ..pbamwmwona\
but as a collapse of a mythical space-time universe which is mu;.uo&mﬂ
in the Jerusalem temple. Mark 13:31 therefore provides a neat inclusio
with the reference to the destruction of the temple at the beginning of
the chapter (Mk. 13:2). It provides the definitive statement that the
expected destruction which has been anticipated, in particular from
Mark 13:14 onwards, has now arrived. Of course, as a summary
statement it picks up the language of 13:24-25 which now makes
perfect sense in the context of the detailed correspondences between
the temple and structures of the cosmos. .

In this history of religions context, the claim by Caird, Borg
and Wright that Mark 13 is entirely concerned with the destruction of
the Jerusalem temple makes excellent sense. However, their reading
is properly located not simply in a particular understanding of Old
Testament and apocalyptic metaphor but a broader temple
mythology. It is to this mythology which texts such as Jeremiah 4:23-
28 and 2 Baruch 10:6-19, to which Borg and Wright appeal, properly
belong.

The extent and importance of this mythology could be
appreciated only with a fuller and more detailed examination of the
data. In particular, I suspect, that reference to the social anthropology
undertaken by the likes of Peter Berger and Mary Douglas Soﬁa
clarify the relationship between the temple cult and Jewish
cosmology. Clearly the mythology assumes a mutual dependence
between the structure and stability of heaven and earth and Israel’s
Torah constitution. The one is contingent upon the other. The
connection is clearly made in a number of primary texts which would
merit further attention.>®

S8For its presence elsewhere in the New Testament see perhaps Heb. 12:25-29 in
context.

59For the interdependence of (temple-centred) Torah and cosmology see eg.
Jubilees {esp. 1:29; 2:17ff., 30; 6:18; 12:25-27; 16:27; 23:18f.; 33:10-14; Pseudo-Philo’s
Biblical Antiquities 11:3; 15:6; 23:10; 32:7.
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The Passing Away of Heaven and Earth and the
Relativization of the Torah (Mt. 5:18)

In the light of the Jewish background and our rereading of Mark
13:31, we are now in a position to consider in more detail a possible
solution to the problematic use of the expression at Matthew 5:18d.
There are, I suggest, three interlocking referents in the expression
‘until heaven and earth pass away’ at 5:18d: (1) the destruction of the
Jerusalem temple in AD 70 confirming the obsolescence of the Old
Covenant; (2) Jesus” death and resurrection confirming the institution
of the New Covenant and its messianic Torah; (3) Jesus’ life, ministry
and teaching as the embodiment of the new creation and the setting-
up of the messianic Torah which His new community follows.

The first of these referents, the destruction of the temple in
AD 70, is unproblematic.60 With the destruction of the Jewish cult the
keeping of the Torah in all its details became impossible. The non-
Christian Jews who attempted a rebuilding of the Jewish nation state
and temple in AD 132-135 and those who later still composed the
Mishnah believed that the Torah was not for ever obsolete; it was
worth, against the evidence, maintaining a belief in the temple-
centred Torah. However, from a Christian perspective the
destruction of the temple would naturally be regarded as a definitive
relativization of the Torah. The temple and the covenantal obligations
which it administered, and the total vision of the world (‘heaven and
earth’) which it expressed, had ceased to exist. It seems now that
when the close parallel to Matthew 5:18 at 24:35 refers to the passing
away of heaven and earth and endurance of Jesus” words, the first of
the three referents in the former text is to the forefront. With the
temple cult gone, Jewish Christians should not feel its loss since they
still had Jesus’ teaching. .

But this first referent itself raises a question. Given that the
temple represented not simply a focus of teaching, but much more
the means of individual and social atonement and maintenance of
cosmic structure, what enabled the early Christians to sit lightly to its
loss by comparison to the framers of the Mishnah? Did they have
something more than Jesus’ teaching (Mt. 24:35b) which rendered the
loss of the temple insignificant?

Certainly they did, and the second of the two referents at
Matthew 5:18, the death and resurrection of the Messiah Jesus, lies at
the heart of the early Christian belief that the temple cosmology has

60For this interpretation of 5:18 see A. Feuillet, ‘La synthése eschatolo-gique de
Saint Matthieu’, RB 57 (1950), 62-91, 180-211.
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ministry with the new creation.66 Among these, the way in which
Jesus is associated with the king of creation who rules over the
chaotic waters (8:23-27, ¢f. Gn. 1:1-2) itself deserves to be placed in the
wider context of Israelite temple and divine kingship mythology.67 In
the context of our discussion, Davies and Allison’s comparison with
the reference back to the paradisal conditions in Matthew 19:3-9 is
particularly important. There the Matthean relativization of Old
Testament divorce law, which is seen as contingent upon Israel’s
hardness of heart, is explicitly related, to the new creation in
accordance with that which was initially intended. Thus Torah is
contingent upon both protology and eschatology.

This latter passage could readily fall under the rubric, ‘as
heaven and earth pass away the details of the Torah will fall away’
(Mt. 5:18). Here cosmology is firmly rooted in anthropology and

- soteriology. But is there any evidence that this was more than a
possible connection between two, otherwise widely separated
. passages? Is there any evidence that the relativization of the Torah at
Matthew 5:21-48, which 5:18 introduces, was also understood in
relation to the creation of a new heaven and new earth during Jesus’
ministry? The parallel to Matthew 19:3-9 at 5:31-32 omits reference to
Genesis 1 and 2 and so might be thought to count against any
- connection between Matthew’s Torah hermeneutic and any putative
- realized eschatology. However, given the thrust of our history of
- religions and exegetical argument thus far, I suggest that Matthew
has created his Sermon on the Mount with an interpretative
. framework, hitherto ignored, as explicit in its correlation of new
creation and Torah relativization as that at Matthew 19:3-9.
When wrestling with Matthew 5:17-20 commentators rarely
. relate Jesus” words to the immediately preceding material in 5:13-16.
. They concentrate solely on the so-called ‘antitheses” which follow
(5:21-48) and the rest of the Sermon (6:1-7:27). Furthermore, when
- trying to make sense of the structure of the Sermon as a whole, 5:13-
16 is relegated to being a ‘transitional passage’ without any
. Important relationship to any of what follows. Reading 5:18 as I
suggest, the place of 5:13-16 in the immediate context becomes clear.

66Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.153. See also W. D. Davies, ‘The Jewish Sources
- of Matthew’s Messianism’, in J. H. Charlesworth (ed.), The Messigh: Developments
. in Earliest Judaism and Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 494-511
. (esp. 496-498).
. ¢7Cf. e.g. Ps. 89:25 with 89:10. See rightly T. D. N. Mettinger, In Search of God: The
| Meaning and Message of the Everlasting Names (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988),
- 112-113.
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There is a significant opinion among commentators that 5:14
is meant to evoke Zion/Jerusalem ideology in general and the
interest in Jerusalem as a light to the world in particular. The image
of a city set on a hill as a light to the world evokes Old Testament
descriptions of Israel’s capital (Is. 2:2-4; 42:6; 49:6; M. 4:1-3) which are
themselves taken up in post-biblical literature (Sib. Or. 5:420-423; cf.
Rev. 21:10-11) and the rabbis (Gen. Rab. 59:5; Pesig. R. 20:7).68 Some
are sceptical as to this symbolism.69 But it is entirely consistent with
the salt saying in the previous verse which evokes the temple
sacrifices (cf. Lv. 2:13; Ezk. 43:24; Jub. 21:11; 11Qtemple 20). These
were also meant to have an atoning and healing purpose for the
whole earth (cf. 5:13 tiig yfig). The Jerusalem/temple focus is also
fitting given the allusion to the covenantal blessings (and curses) at
the end of Deuteronomy (28:1-14, cf. 27:15-28, 68; 29) in Matthew 5:3-
12.70 In Deuteronomy these blessings and curses were to be
pronounced on Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal. However,
Deuteronomy 31:9-13 stipulates that the Deuteronomic Law, of which
they are a part, was to be recited septennially at the feast of booths,
which was celebrated at Jerusalem in the second temple period (1.
Sotah 7:8).

Immediately after 5:17-20 Matthew chooses for the first of
Jesus’ six halakhic pronouncements one which contains an overtly
temple-focused illustration (5:23-24). If Matthew 5:13-16 as a whole
has in mind the creation of the people of God as the New or True
Jerusalem, then a reference in 5:18 to the old (temple-centred)
Jerusalem passing away is entirely natural. There is then an implicit
sense of both newness and fulfilment in 5:13-16, which corresponds
to these two themes in 5:17-18.

Furthermore, the imagery of the city set on a hill in 5:14 now
chimes in with the last passage in the Sermon on the Mount at 7:24-
27. There, there is no explicit mention of a hill; rather a house built on
a rock is set over against a house built on sand. However, given the
set of mythological images which surround the view of the temple as

8These are explored in full by K. M. Campbell, ‘The New Jerusalem in Matthew
5:14/, SJT 31 (1978), 335-336, who cites Is. 14:32; 60:1-3, 19; Mi. 4:6f.; Tob. 13:9-11;
Sib. Or. 5:249¢.; 5:420-423; 3:787: Gen. Rab. 59:5 and more generally Is. 2:2-5; 42, 49,
54 and 60. To his passages should be added Josephus’ description of Jerusalem
and its temple at War 5:67, 208, 222-223; Ant. 15:393. Cf. Meyer, ‘Navel of the
Earth’, 261. For the restoration of paradisal light and the temple cult, see e, g. C.T.
R. Hayward, ‘The Figure of Adam in Pseudo-Philo’s Biblical Antiquities’, J5] 23
(1992), 11-14. For the creation of light in the temple in rabbinic literature see
Schifer, ‘Schépfung’, 128-129.

®E.g. Luz, Matthew, 251, cf. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1.475 for hesitation.
70See N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 386-388.
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