JESUS AND EMPIRE IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL--I
Warren Carter, in his commentary Matthew and Empire: Initial Explorations (Trinity Press, 2001), analyzes Matthew’s Gospel in the context of the Roman Empire of the late First Century CE.  His findings are remarkably relevant for our time.  In Part One he describes the ROMAN IMPERIAL SYSTEM; in Part Two JESUS, AGENT OF GOD’S PURPOSES; and in Part Three COUNTERNARRATIVES.

Matthew’s Gospel contests and resists the Roman Empire’s claims to sovereignty over the world.  It sustains an alternative community of disciples of Jesus in anticipation of the coming triumph of God’s Empire over all things, including the destruction of Rome’s empire.  That is to say, the Gospel resists Rome with a social challenge in offering a vastly different vision and experience of human community, and with a theological challenge in asserting that the world belongs to God, not Rome, and that God’s purposes run through Israel and Jesus, not Rome.  (P. 1)
We know that a small ruling elite controlled the vast Roman Empire through political, economic, and military power, dominating and exploiting 90% of the population, largely rural peasants and urban artisans.  What has not been recognized sufficiently is the use of Roman imperial theology to rationalize and disguise “the fundamental inequities in the Roman system that exists for the economic benefit of the elite.”  (P. 32)  Rome’s peace, which was celebrated by the ruling elite through poetry, inscriptions, coins, and buildings, was “sanctioned with religious claims.”  It signified “being pacified politically, militarily, and economically by Rome as the will of the gods.”  (P. 32)  Matthew’s Gospel, which Carter places in the Roman city of Antioch in the 80s, confronts Roman imperial power, especially Roman imperial theology, explicitly and indirectly.
Matthew’s Gospel assumes this experience of Roman imperial power on every page.  Sometimes it refers explicitly to the imperial world, such as in the scenes involving Rome’s allies (the Herods in chapters 2 and 14), or about paying taxes to Caesar (22:15-22), or in the crucifixion of Jesus (26 and 27).  But often the imperial realities are not explicit.  The Gospel expects that the audience will recognize these realities and understand the Gospel in relation to them.  (P. 35)
When Jesus confronted the “religious” leaders, his conflict was not just religious, for the religious leaders were themselves part of the ruling elite who defended the social order that benefited them.  His conflict with them was not simply religious but also social, political, and economic.  Matthew’s Gospel challenges Rome’s empire fundamentally.
Instead of acknowledging the emperor’s sovereignty, it proclaims God as Lord of heaven and earth.  Instead of claiming the emperor as the commissioned agent of the gods, it presents Jesus as God’s anointed or agent.  Instead of claiming the emperor manifests divine presence on earth, it proclaims Jesus as the one whom God has anointed to reveal God’s saving purpose and will, Instead of accepting that human and societal well-being are found in submission to Rome’s emperor and a hierarchically structured, exploitative society, it claims well-being from God’s merciful activity.  It calls disciples of Jesus to live these claims as an alternative community.  The story of Jesus presents both a social and theological challenge to Rome’s empire.  (P. 73)
Consider how Matthew’s Gospel might be written for our time.  What would Jesus denounce, and what would he affirm in terms of today’s powerful and poor?
