JESUS AND EMPIRE IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL—II
Warren Carter’s book, Matthew and Empire (Trinity Press, 2001) calls for a “re-reading” of Matthew’s Gospel in the context of and as resistance to the Roman Empire of the late First Century.  This re-reading may take a stance that is resistive, transformative, or constructive as the imperial power is demonically unjust, misguided, or well intentioned.  “It must incorporate both theological engagement and social embodiment”—today in our own contexts as it was intended in its original context.  (P. 175)
1. Following the angel’s announcement to Joseph that Mary’s child will “save his people from their sins,” Matthew cites the prophet Isaiah in 1:23, giving that child the name Emmanuel, “God with us.”  We must remember that the Isaiah passage as well as the Matthew text addresses “a situation of imperial threat.”  (P. 97)  So we would misread or misinterpret the passage if we were to limit it to personal sin and salvation.
2. Matthew cites Isaiah again in 4:14-16 at the announcement of Jesus’ ministry and message, just after the temptation story, in which Jesus is tempted to worship the devil in order to gain “all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor,” a clear reference to the Roman Empire.  The reference to Isaiah 9 refers to the threat of destruction of Samaria by the Assyrian Empire in 722 BCE, and the hope of “a great light” may refer to the inauguration of King Hezekiah in 715 BCE.  The coming of the Kingdom of Heaven through Jesus brings far more that “personal salvation.”
3. Jesus’ invitation to “all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens” in 11:28-30 takes on new meaning in light of First Century CE Roman oppression, as does Jesus’ promise of rest.  “To know ‘rest’ is to experience God’s salvation from this imperial world with the establishment of God’s reign over all, including Rome.”  (P. 121)
4. Paying taxes to Rome may, according to Matthew 17:24-27, be a subversive act.  With the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE, “the Temple tax” would refer to the Temple of Jupiter levied by Emperor Vespasian on all Jews.  Jesus complies with the demands of empire, but he exposes the tax's exploitative nature.  And by means of the fish he reminds his hearers that Rome’s power is not final, that God is sovereign.
5. In Matthew 27:11-26 Jesus is condemned by Pilate, the Roman governor.  Conflict with empire runs through the entire gospel, beginning with King Herod and the wise men in 2:1-18, and it culminates in the alliance of Rome with local elites, including the religious leaders of the Jews.  Once again it must be emphasized that the religious, socio-political, and economic interests are intertwined.  The contrast between Jesus and Pilate, God’s empire and the Roman Empire, is absolute.  
1.  Spell out the meaning of sin and salvation in the context of empire, ancient and modern, as taught by Matthew’s Gospel.

2.  Consider the relation between church and state, God’s empire and the U.S. empire, Christian discipleship and civic responsibility, in our time.

