
 
 

To the Jew First and Also the Gentile: Capturing the Fullness of Matthew‘s Commission 
 

Part One: by Rudolph D. González 
 

These twelve Jesus sent out after instructing them, saying, "Do not go in the way 
of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans; but rather go to the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel. 
 
All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and 
make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; 
and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.1  
 

Matthew 10: 5-6; 28:18-20 

 

Introduction 

Matthew 28:16-20 is arguably the most readily identifiable missiological passage 

in the New Testament, largely due to its designation as ―The Great Commission.‖  Many 

probably believe the phrase to be biblical and thus would be surprised to discover that it 

is a product of modern missions.2  However, while the label emerged relatively late, it 

has more than made up for lost time.  Today the phrase is used prolifically to speak of 

domestic evangelism and international missions.3  Its inclusion as a subtitle in some 

Bible translations is likely to insure its continual popularity.4   

However, given that the phrase is not original (e.g. Matt 22:36-38, wherein Jesus 

identifies ―the great commandment‖), does the label really help our understanding of 

                                                           
 
1
All scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted are from the New American Standard Bible, copyright 

1995, The Lockman Foundation, La Habra Cal.  Used by permission. 
 
2
 Dutch missionary Justinian von Welz (1621-1688) first coined the phrase, but it was Hudson Taylor 

(1832-1905) who popularized it as a missiological statement.  For the history of Matthew 28:16-20 and its 
connection to the modern mission movement see Harry E. Boer, Pentecost and Missions (London: Lutterworth 
Press, 1961), 18-20. 

 
3
 I am aware of the ongoing debate over the terms evangelism and missions as explored in Paul W. 

Chilcote and Laceye C. Warner, eds. The Study of Evangelism: Exploring a Missional Practice of the Church (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), David J. Bosch, “Evangelism: Theological Currents and 
Cross-Currents Today,” 4-17.  Here I use the terms evangelism, missions, outreach, etc. interchangeably. 

 
4
E.g. English, NASB, rev., 1995; Spanish, Reina y Valera, rev., 1960, this writer’s favorite translations. 
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Jesus‘ commission?  To call Jesus‘ parting charge to his disciples ―The Great 

Commission,‖ is to raise its theological value above that of other passages.5  Matthew‘s 

last commission is one of several and we would do well to follow Willie Marxen‘s advice 

insisting that every text be studied in its own context and for its own contribution to the 

church‘s understanding of her mission.6  But more to our point here, continuing to give 

the label currency may be keeping us from hearing all that the Gospel of Matthew fully 

intended to say with respect to the mission the disciples would execute.   

Thus, because the Great Commission label has the potential of exerting undue 

influence over other parallel texts and, specifically in our case, minimize even internal 

Matthean missiological passages, this study will lower the rhetoric on Matthew 28:18-20 

and thus allow chapter ten, Jesus‘ first commission statement to assume an equal 

footing and hearing.  By doing so we will see that both passages are required to capture 

the full intent of Jesus‘ mission strategy as Matthew presents it.  Specifically, it will be 

argued that together the two texts set a sequential pattern that sends the disciples out 

to minister initially to the Jews, and later to the Gentiles.  Arguing for this sequential  

―Jew first and also Gentile‖ pattern is the sole thrust of this paper, making a full exegesis 

of Matthew 10 and 28:18-20 beyond the extent of this project.  The study will also 

identify Paul‘s missionary strategy as seen in Acts and expressed in his Epistle to the 

Romans to show the apostle‘s affinity with Matthew‘s two missiological texts. 

 

Matthew’s First Commission: Matthew 10:1-11:1 

 The Gospel of Matthew has two statements of missiological import of which 

28:18-20 is the second, and 10:1-11:1 is the first.  It is not uncommon to see Matthew 

ten treated as a provincial and temporary statement on the assumption that chapter 

28:18-20 gives a final all-inclusive commission aimed at all humanity.7  However, there 

are indications in Matthew 10 that suggest it has a more abiding and direct relevance. 

                                                           
 

5
 Other texts include Luke 4:16-20; 24:46-48; John 20:21; Acts 1:8.  Mark 16:15-18 is part of a larger unit 

(16:9-20), thought by some not to have adequate textual support. 
 
6
 Willie Marxen, Mark the Evangelist: Studies in the Redaction History of the Gospel (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 1969).  See chapter two. 
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 In the main, Matthew 10 describes Jesus‘ formal calling and naming of his 

disciples (vv. 1-4), followed by missional instructions to them (vv. 5-42).  We know that 

the passage is integral to Matthew‘s broader purpose to present Jesus as a great 

teacher because chapter ten is framed with this aspect in mind.  If Matthew 10:5a opens 

up the reader to Jesus‘ instruction, 11:1 brings it to closure.  But this is not to suggest 

that the frame is redundant; it combines to make an important point.  While Matthew 

10:5a has the aorist adverbial (aka, circumstantial) participle paraggei,laj as antecedent 

to the main verb avpe,steilen, it clearly stresses that Jesus first instructed his disciples 

before sending them out.8  Then again at the close of this instructional passage, 

Matthew 11:1 reiterates: 

 
o[te evte,lesen ò VIhsou/j diata,sswn toi/j dw,deka maqhtai/j auvtou/( mete,bh evkei/qen tou/ 
dida,skein kai. khru,ssein evn tai/j po,lesin auvtw/n, 

…when Jesus had finished giving instructions to His twelve disciples, He 
departed from there to teach and preach in their cities.   
 

The present participle diata,sswn complements the verb  evte,lesen and brings with it a 

consummative force; it was only after Jesus completed teaching the Twelve that he 

departed to continue in his mission.9  The syntax of the two framing texts stresses the 

chronological primacy of instruction before sending the disciples out.  While this 

naturally draws our attention to the instruction (vv. 5-42), to which we will shortly turn, 

the lack of a similar instructional preamble immediately before the world mission is 

begun in 28:18-20 is only remarkable if Matthew 28 is the all inclusive commission as it 

                                                                                                                                                           
 

7
E.g. Hal Freeman, “The Great Commission and the New Testament: An Exegesis of Matthew 28:16-20,” 

Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 1, no. 4 (Winter 1997): 18; Paul Hertig, “The Great Commission Revisited: The 
Role of God’s Reign in Disciple Making,” Missiology 29, no. 3 (2003): 347. 

 
8
 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Press, 1996), 624-25.  

Wallace notes that when an aorist participle is related to an aorist main verb (as in Matt 10:5a) the participle can 
be contemporaneous, or simultaneous, thus when or while. But context and Matt 11:1 strongly suggest antecedent 
action is the appropriate interpretation.   

 
9
 This evidence of prior instruction is significant, for it suggests that learning by observation and 

example is important, but not of itself sufficient.  What the disciples had observed and deduced over the early 
period of Jesus’ ministry (Matt 8-9) needed to be formally articulated into a model of personal ministry.  In this 
connection A.T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, vol. 1 (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1930), 86, sees 
a distributive force at work; Jesus gives each disciple their personal detailed instructions. 
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is often understood.  If, however, this Matthew ten instructional moment serves both 

passages, as will be argued here, then its absence at the second commission is 

understandable. 

First, however, we should note the identification of the Twelve as avposto,lwn, as 

apostles (10:2a). While the verb avposte,llw is found in Matthew (e.g. 10:5; 20:2; 21:1, 

34, 36, 37; et al.) and generally means ―to send out,‖ as an appellation it is only used 

once, but in a way that is quite significant.  It is compelling, as Karl H. Rengstorf 

demonstrates, that avposto,lwn picks up on the Jewish concept of a shaliah, as an 

authorized representative functioning with full authority.10  In Matthew, to be an apostle 

is to be an extension of Jesus‘ ministry.  Matthew 10 marks the time and place where 

apostolic formation begins.  But let‘s be clear, the use of the term at the beginning 

makes this chapter a defining statement for it provides the substantive content apostles 

are obligated to deliver.  Viewed as such, this first commission provides a block of 

instruction meant to service the entire mission—for there is no other missional 

instruction overriding this passage in Matthew.  Matthew ten and the ministry of 

apostleship are intricately connected taking in all ministry in Judea and the gentile 

regions beyond.11 

Jesus‘ initial instruction to his disciples (vv.5-6) immediately brings us to what 

some have labeled ―a hard saying of Jesus.‖  After naming each of the disciples by 

name and identifying them as apostles Jesus instructs them… 

 
eivj o`do.n evqnw/n mh. avpe,lqhte kai. eivj po,lin Samaritw/n mh. eivse,lqhte\ poreu,esqe de. 
ma/llon pro.j ta. pro,bata ta. avpolwlo,ta oi;kou VIsrah,lÅ 
Do not go in the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans; 
but rather go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. (v.5b) 

 

Three words require our attention.  To begin, Jesus uses two aorist subjunctive 

prohibitions, avpe,lqhte12 and eivse,lqhte13 to limit the scope of his apostles‘ mission.  The 

                                                           
10

 K.H. Rengstorf, “………………………..” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Grehard Kittel 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishers, 1964), 1:414-424. 

 
11

 It is no coincidence that Matthew 11:1, the second framing text echoes Matthew 28:18-20; it was 
only when “Jesus had finished giving instructions to His twelve disciples” that He departed.”  Matthew 10:1-11:1 in 
a way telescopes Jesus’ ascension and departure at the end of the gospel. 
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two prohibitions are ingressive and communicate a consistent message: Do not ―start 

going‖ in the way of the Gentiles, do not ―begin entering‖ any city of the Samaritans.14  

Thus, while the disciples are first told where they cannot go, they also understand that it 

is not a permanent exclusion.  The ingressive force of the prohibitions implies their 

interim status.  An amplified translation might read: ―Do not begin ―at this time‖ to go in 

the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter ―at this time‖ any city of the Samaritans.‖  But 

if these two prohibitions keep the disciples from reaching out indiscriminately, the 

command poreu,esqe15 expects the Twelve to be engaged in ministry.  Also ingressive (or 

inceptive) in its force, this imperative suggests the disciples are to initiate an action they 

had never before performed; they were to go specifically to their Jewish kinsmen.  

However, the syntactical force of this imperative suggests something more.  The 

palpable intent of Jesus‘ command is to mold in his disciples an enduring commitment 

to reach out to the people of Israel.16 

The continuing details of Jesus‘ instruction echo his own ministry experiences in 

the early chapters of Matthew.  The disciples are to mimic his ministry and thus spread 

the news of the kingdom to all who will listen (vv. 6-8).  Since their services are to be 

freely offered (v.8b), the austere provisions they are to carry with them seem 

astonishing (vv. 9-10).  But this minimal self-support is integral to the very character of 

the mission the disciples are to embrace.  Such ascetic resources make the disciples 

dependent on Jewish homes supplying their material needs.  Clearly there is the hope 

that Israel will receive the apostolic messengers along with their message.  Viewed in 

this light, the phrase, ―a;xioj ga.r o` evrga,thj th/j trofh/j auvtou/ evstin‖ (v.10b) makes perfect 

                                                                                                                                                           
12

Aorist, active, subjunctive, 2nd person plural from avpe,rcomai, meaning, go away, go. 

 
13

 Aorist active subjunctive, 2nd person plural from eivse,rcomai, meaning, come in to, go into, enter. 
 
14

Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics, 723. 
 
15

Present middle imperative, 2nd person plural from poreu,omai, meaning go, proceed, travel. 
 
16

 Classifying the syntactical force of poreu,esqe is not easy.  The present imperative allows for either a 
progressive, customary, or iterative stress, and in this context all three categories are plausible.  As the disciples 
begin outreach to fellow Jews the force of the present tense suggests they are to do it progressively, that is, 
continually or perhaps customarily—as a matter of habit, or maybe iteratively—they are to do it again and again.

16
  

In my estimation the overlap of syntactical meaning stresses the permanence of the mission. 
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sense.  If the disciple has brought peace to a home (vv.12-13a) they are more than 

a;xioj, deserving of trofh/j, of physical nourishment and sustenance.     

Thus, Jesus stresses the seriousness of their work; to the extent that they carried 

the message of their Master their witness could bring tranquility or judgment upon a 

home (vv.11-15).  Anticipating the hostility, which surely developed in time, Jesus warns 

his disciples of antagonism which they would face in the execution of their mission (vv. 

16-18).17  The disciples could expect Israel to treat them no better than they were 

treating their Master (vv. 24-25). 

Unexpectedly, verse eighteen mentions Gentile collaboration with Jews against 

the disciple‘s mission giving an early indication of future developments.  The mention of 

the Gentiles suggests Matthew is doing more than describing the character of the 

Jewish mission alone.  Matthew‘s Jesus comingles elements natural to the Jewish only 

mission with actual situations the post-Pentecost mission would experience; 

experiences and scenarios described in Acts.18  This unmistakable connection is crucial 

for it tacitly admits an expansion of mission beyond the stated ―Israel only‖ boundaries 

of the Matthew 10 commission confirming our earlier assessment.  Matthew 10 reaches 

ahead to the global mission announced in 28:18-20.  There is more to be said about this 

prolepsis, but it must wait until other elements of the pattern have been considered. 

Overall, the larger context shows that the first commission is exclusive to Jews.  

Matthew 8-9 depicts Jesus‘ ministry to cities and villages in and around Galilee.  It is 

                                                           
 
17

 The element of hostility against the disciples is underscored throughout Jesus’ instruction; including 
the straining of family ties (vv.21, 35-37), persecution and martyrdom; (vv. 22-28). 
 

18
 Matt 10 lists a number of conditions and scenarios that are seen in Jewish and Gentile contexts in 

Acts as follows:  v. 7, preaching the kingdom (to Jews, Acts 2; 3:11-26; 13:16-41; to Samaritans, 8:4; to Gentiles, 10; 
14:15-18; 17:22-31; et al.),  v.8a, healings (to Jews, Acts 3:1-10; 5:12-16; to Gentiles, 19:11-12; 28:8; et al.), v. 8b, 
raising of the dead (Jews , Acts 9:32-42; Gentiles, 20:7-12; et al.), v. 8, interaction with the demonic (Jews, Acts 5:3; 
Gentiles, 13:9-11), vv. 11-13a, abiding in receptive homes (Jewish, Acts  2:46; 4:23-35; 5:40; 18:1-4; Gentile, 16:14-
15; 31-34; 18:7; et al.), vv. 13b, withdrawing from unreceptive circumstances (Among Jews, Acts 8:4; 11:19; 17:10; 
among Gentiles, 19:23-20:2; et al.), vv. 16-17, Jewish hostility (Acts 4; 5:21-32; 7:54-60; 8:3; 13:50; et al.), v.18, 
Gentile legal proceedings (14:5; 16:35-40; 18:12-17; 24-25; et al.), vv. 21-22, family ruptures (Acts 5:1-11; 6:1-2; 
8:3; 9:1-2, 10; 15:36-40; et al.), v. 23, itinerant ministry from city to city (Note Peter’s itinerant travels, 9:32; 
Philipp’s travel’s through  Samaria, Acts 8:4-40; Hellenist’s travels, 11:19-21; Paul’s three missionary journeys Acts 
13:1-21:14), vv.26-33, courageous confession (Before Jews, Acts 4:5-12; 5:29-32; 6:8-7:60; 18:9-10; 24-25; before 
Gentiles, 19:29-31; 23:11-25:22; et al.), v. 14b, shaking off dust off their feet (against Diaspora Jews, Acts 13:51; 
shacking of “clothing” as a modification, 18:6), et al. 
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with this context that Jesus asks his disciples to look out to the human harvest before 

them characterized as people ―being distressed and downcast like sheep without a 

shepherd.‖  The Matthew 10 commission follows immediately on the heels of that 

empathetic description and Jesus reinforces the characterization by describing the 

object of the disciples‘ ministry as ―the lost sheep of the house of Israel‖ (v.6a).  The 

sheep metaphor used here echoes Matthew 9:36 and leaves little doubt but that the 

harvest consists exclusively of Jews who live distressed and downcast lives.  Whether 

they are to be identified with the ceremonially outcast Jews as recent studies suppose,19 

there is no doubt they are ethnically and religiously Jewish. The New Testament casts a 

broader net with respect to identifying those for whom Jesus initially came.  It was the 

nation that had rejected him (Matt 23:37; John 1:11).  If Israel was without a shepherd, it 

was a problem of its own making.  Nevertheless, the Shepherd had not abandoned 

them; Jesus was sending apostles to his distressed flock. 

The substance of this first commission thus works in several ways.  First, it 

initiates apostolic ministry. In Matthew apostles reach out to Jews first mimicking their 

master‘s own ministry and God‘s desire to reconcile with his rebellious people.20  

Second, it serves to stamp the disciples with a model of service like that of Jesus.  The 

disciples are charged with more than an interim strategy until the Gentile prohibitions 

are lifted.  Their ministry to Israel is to be intentional, ongoing, enduring.  Finally, the 

Matthew ten commission telescopes the eventual ministry to the Gentiles asserting its 

relevance to both phases of ministry. 

 

Matthew’s Second Commission: Matthew 28:18-20 

 Matthew‘s gospel has been described as the most Jewish of the four, and yet it 

contains ample indications that the Gentiles would embrace Jesus as their Savior. The 

inclusion of three Gentile women in Jesus‘ genealogical record provides the first 

                                                           
 

19
 E.g.  Arland J. Hultgren, “Mission and Ministry in Matthew,” Word & World 18, no. 4 (Fall 1998): 343, 

identifies them as the #r<a"ßh'-~[;--the people of the land as depicted in Ezra 9:1-2; 10:2; Neh. 10:23-31; et al. 
 

20
 God’s outreach to Israel is an OT theme in the prophetic books; e.g.  Isa 31:6; 55:7; 61:2; Jer 3:10-22; 

Hosea 11, 14; Joel 2:12-13; Zech. 1:4; Mal 3:7; et al.   
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indication.21  In the second chapter it is Gentile wise men that come from afar to worship 

the new-born Messiah.  And then there are Gentiles interspersed who exhibit 

extraordinary insight and faith.22  Finally, the gospel concludes with 28:18-20, which 

anticipates a great effort to reach all the nations with the gospel.23 

Even Matthew 10, which is aimed primarily at the Jewish nation, has the seeds of 

Gentile outreach sown within it.  The prohibitions against outreach to Samaritans and 

Gentiles were ingressive.  There would come a time when Gentile outreach would 

begin.  Subtly, verses17-18 look forward to the specter of Jewish and Gentile interaction 

and hostility against the mission, conjoining the substance of Matthew 10 with the Book 

of Acts through prolepsis as the following demonstrates. 

Matthew 10 describes some scenarios that are only truly realized as the church 

begins to minister beyond Judea proper.  While it is true that Jesus‘ passion took place 

all within the confines of Jerusalem, the same cannot be said of his followers.  The 

expectation that disciples would flee from city to city (v.23) anticipates historical 

developments depicted only in Acts.  And as we have earlier shown, the chapter hints at 

many scenarios that followers of Jesus would encounter both in Jewish and later in 

Gentile contexts (see n.18).  Matthew 10 is genuinely contextualized to serve the 

disciples‘ initial service to Israel, and yet it is relevant enough to serve as a manual of 

ministry for Gentile outreach later on.  

This is undoubtedly the reason Matthew 28:18-20 has no immediate instruction 

before sending the disciples out on their world mission.  Matthew ten is more 

instructionally extensive than chapter 28 (Matt. 10, 37 verses; Matt. 28, 2 verses) 

because it continues to be in force.  In Matthew 28:19 Jesus tells the disciples to 

remember all that had been ―evneteila,mhn, commanded‖ them.  The aorist verb is 

                                                           
 
21

 Matt 1:1-17 identifies specifically Tamar (v.3), Rehab (v.5a), and Ruth (v.5b), all gentiles. 
 
22

 Matt 8:1-13; 15:22-28 have been noted.  See also 27:54, where the Roman centurion at the foot of 
the cross acknowledges Jesus as the Son of God. 

 
23

 See Brendan Byrne, “The Messiah in Whose Name ‘The Gentiles will Hope’ (Matt. 12:21): Gentile 
Inclusion as an Essential Element of Matthean Christology,” Australian Biblical Review 50 (2002): 55-73.  Anthony J. 
Saldarini, Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 75, sees the gentile 
presence in Matthew as fringe and peripheral.  “Israel remains the context and concern of Matthew.” 
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constative; Jesus sends his disciples back in time asking them to remember all his 

earlier instruction.24  While it is probable that verse 20 points back to 26:1, which signals 

the conclusion of Jesus‘ overall teaching program, only chapter ten is a uniquely 

missiological unit of instruction.  They were to take in the whole of Jesus‘ instruction, 

and especially Matthew 10, and make it their manual for ministry to Jews first, and now 

to Gentiles as well.25 

Accordingly, Matthew employs a complex syntactical structure that captures the 

gist of the first ―Jewish‖ commission for its expanded Gentile use.  The attendant 

circumstantial participle poreuqe,ntej  linked with the constative aorist imperative 

maqhteu,sate translated ―go therefore and make disciples,‖ brings together two aspects 

that were prominent in the first commission.  First, the instructional framing of Matthew 

10 is implicit in the expanded assignment.  As the disciples went, they were to make 

disciples among the Gentiles remembering the whole of Jesus‘ instruction.26  Second, 

while the construct places the greater stress on making disciples, the participle ―going‖ 

adds lexical urgency to this new initiative.  Jesus was commanding his disciples to 

―really get going‖ with the business of discipling all the nations.27 

These foregoing considerations support an interpretation that from that moment 

forward the disciples were to initiate a new outreach effort to Gentiles, but to do it as 

they maintained the existing Jewish effort thoroughly elaborated in chapter ten.  To say 

Matthew 28:18-20 eliminates Matthew 10 is based more on longstanding, but in my 

estimation, untenable presuppositions.  Rather the disciples were to employ a principle 

                                                           
 
24

 Matt 26:1 notes,  o[te evte,lesen ò VIhsou/j pa,ntaj tou.j lo,gouj tou,touj alerting the reader that Jesus 
had completed “all” his instruction (26:1; cf. 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1). 

 
25

 Concerning the theme teaching, instruction in Matthew’s gospel see Mortimer Arias, The Great 
Commission (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 18-20; T.W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus, Paperback Edition 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963); Robert H. Stein, The Method and Message of Jesus’ Teachings 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978). 

 
26

 In the first commission Jesus was “making disciples” by way of paraggei,laj, commanding, instructing 
the Twelve (Matt 10:5), and by diata,sswn, ordering, arranging their learning (Matt 11:1).   

 
27

 David Bosch makes an important observation; a misplaced stress on the “going” rather than the 
called for stress on “making disciples” leads to a distorted sense of mission. See his, “The Structure of Mission: An 
Exposition of Matthew 28:16-20,” in The Study of Evangelism: Exploring a Missional practice of the Church (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing House, 2008), 78. 
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clearly stated in Matthew 23:23; they were to initiate Gentile outreach, but without 

neglecting the ―weightier‖ constant call to Jewish evangelism initially set in place.  It is 

crucial to remember that the naming of the disciples as avposto,lwn at chapter 10 is 

significant in this regard.  The disciples are named apostles prior to them going forth to 

fulfill this first commission.  To cancel out Matthew 10 because Jesus‘ last commission 

is seen as all-inclusive inadvertently negates the lexical force supporting the outreach 

pattern set therein.  For this reason also, Matthew 28 completes the pattern; it does not 

replace it. 

 

Identifying “All the Nations” in Matthew 28:19 

It should be evident at this point that the ―Jew-first-and-also-Gentile‖ argument 

developed here stands or falls on the proper identification of pa,nta ta. e;qnh.  If e;qnh in 

verse nineteen envisions the inclusion of the Jewish people then it would mean the 

mission is being reconfigured radically, removing not just the prohibitions of Matthew 

ten, but challenging the centuries long distinction between Jews and Gentiles and 

making Israel just another nation receiving the gospel message.  Therefore, against the 

preponderance of scholarship, which supports the phrase as inclusive of Jews, I will 

argue that pa,nta ta. e;qnh refers specifically to Gentiles exclusive of the Jews.  In support 

I will interact with recent ―inclusive-of-Israel‖ scholarship that has shaped the discussion. 

To begin however, it is necessary to understand the Biblical usage of the Hebrew 

terms yIAG/~yIAG and ~[;/~yMi[;.28  Scholarship shows that these terms are synonymous and can 

have a host of meanings in context including the following: a member of the populace, 

citizen, kinsman, relative, people, pagan/s, nation/s, tribe, and territory.  Research 

further shows that the terms are often used to identify individuals or collective groups 

according to geographic, political, ethnic, religious, social and linguistic factors.  

                                                           
 
28

 This paper is indebted to the following sources: G. Johannes Botterweck, H. Ringren, eds., Theological 
Dictionary of the Old Testament. Vol. II, Translated by John T. Willis (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishers, 

1975), Clements, Botterweck, “ yIAG,” 426-438; William A. Van Gemeren, ed., New International Dictionary of Old 

Testament Theology & Exegesis, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1997), Robert H. O’Connell, “~[,” 429- 

432; R.L. Harris, Gleason L. Archer,  Jr., Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological Word Book of the Old Testament, 

(Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), “yIAG,” 154. 
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Oftentimes, when speaking of a yIAG and/or ~[ multiple factors are at work showing the 

complexity of the Hebrew mind in the context of their political milieu.  

More to our purposes, while yIAG and ~[ are used to speak of Gentile nations or 

peoples (e.g. yIAG, Exod 9:24; ~[, Deut 4:6), both terms can also refer to Israel (e.g. yIAG, 

Gen 12:2; ~[, Deut 4:6).29  However, such convertible usage is governed by strict 

circumstances.30  In fact, Israel came to imbue yIAG with negative overtones based on the 

religious practices of surrounding nations, which proved ruinous to her. This tendency 

brought about the motivation to identify Israel as the ~[; rather than the yIAG.31  

Turning to the Septuagint, when it comes to the translation of both yIAG and ~[; the 

Greek e;qnoj and lao,j are possible translations.  Exodus 33:13 illustrates the trend to 

render yIAG as e;qnoj a ―nation‖ with no particular ethnic or religious overtones, while ~[; is 

translated with lao,j and refers specifically to God‘s chosen people. Overwhelmingly, 

however, as G. Bertram and Hans Bietenhard have observed, lao,j is an established 

translation when both yIAG and ~[; refer to the chosen people. On the other hand, e;qnoj is 

the preferred translation when speaking of the Gentile nations.32  From this evidence we 

can see that though there are exceptions (e.g. Deut. 7:7; Zeph. 2:9); the LXX solidifies 

the tendency to use different terms to distinguish the Jews from the Gentiles.  While the 

Hebrew terms are often nuanced by social, political and religious considerations, the 

Greek translation shows little of such parsing.  The terms take on a static meaning, due 

undoubtedly to the continual movement within Israel in the inter-testamental era to play 

up the adverse religious impact of the ~yIAG, the nations.33 

                                                           
 
29

 Deut 4:6 uses  ~[ for both the nations in general and for Israel specifically. 

 
30

 Clemens and Botterweck, “ yIAG,” 429, “ claim that Israel conceived of as a yIAG is tied to their quest for 

territorial integrity and political structure, thus a later development and anachronistic in Gen 12:2; 17:5; 18:18. 
 
31

 Ibid., 432.  See also Theological Word Book of the Old Testament, “yIAG,” 154, “The Old Testament 

refers to “gentiles,” or “heathen,” that is Gentiles in the singular and to non Jewish nations in the plural.” 
 

32
 G. Bertram, Karl Ludwig Schmidt, “e;qnoj evqniko,j,”  in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 

2:366; Hans Bietenhard, “e;qnoj,” The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 790. 
 
33

 Clemens and Botterweck, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 432. 
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Further study along these lines would doubtless prove fruitful, but unnecessary 

for our purpose.  Suffice it to cite John P. Meier, who admits that the traditional LXX use 

of e;qnoj generally refers to Gentiles as opposed to Jews.34  Meier‘s is an important 

concession, for he rejects the view that e;qnh in Matthew always means Gentiles.  This 

being the case, it is his burden along with likeminded others to prove that Matthew goes 

against the trend to see the e;qnh as referring to anything other than Gentile nations. 

In 1975, D.R.A. Hare and D.J. Harrington co-wrote an article proposing that e;qnoj, 

e;qnh always refer to Gentile nations in Matthew.35  Meier subsequently rebutted Hare 

and Harrington arguing that Matthew 21:43, 24:7, 24:14 and specially 25:32 use the 

term e;qnoj in such a way that they cannot mean strictly Gentiles alone.36  Meier labored 

to show that in those texts, Israel was probably being thought of as an e;qnh, leading him 

to suggest that pa,nta ta. e;qnh in Matthew 28:19 could include the Jews as a people. 

Although Meier never says so unequivocally, his rebuttal is considered a most forceful 

argument for including the Jews in Matthew 28:19.  Nevertheless, there are significant 

hermeneutical reasons for not rushing to such a conclusion. 

First, Meier‘s interpretations of Matthew 24:7 and 14 are essentially preterist, 

employing a hermeneutical approach to apocalyptic materials that while having its 

adherents, is not without its challenges.37  Dispensational Premillennialism generally 

sees Jesus‘ Olivet Discourse (Matt 24-25) as unpacking the seventieth week of Daniel 

9:27 at some future time.38  Under this view, national Israel is the flash point against 

                                                           
34

 John P. Meier, “Nations or Gentiles in Matthew 28:19,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 39 (Jan 1977): 98. 
 
35

 Douglas R.A. Hare and Daniel .J. Harrington, “Make Disciples of all the Gentiles (Matt. 28:19),” 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 37 (July 1975): 359-60. 

 
36 Meier’s work is an expansion of the earlier work of Wolfgang Trilling, Das wahre Israel, Studien zur 

einer Theologie des Matthäusevangeliums,  3
rd

  ed.  (Munich: Kösel, 1964), 26-28.  
 
37

 For an overview of the preterist approach for prophetic interpretation see C. Marvin Pate ed., Four 
Views on the Book of Revelation, “A Survey of Leading Interpretations of Revelation,” 17-23. 
 

38
 Paul Feinberg sees Matt. 24-25, along with Revelation 6-18 describe the seventieth week of Daniel 

9:24-27, an essentially Jewish experience.  See Stanley N. Gundry, ed., Three Views on the Rapture. (Grand Rapids:  
Zondervan Press, 1996), “The Case for the Pretribulation Rapture Disposition,” 45-86.  See also J. Lanier Burns, 
“The Future of Ethnic Israel in Romans 11,” in Craig Blaising, D. Bock, eds., Dispensationalism, Israel and the 
Church: The Search for Definition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1992). 
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which the nations take their aim.  Some dispensationalists interpret Matthew 24:14, as 

Israel (seeing Rev 7:4; 14:1, 144,000 as literal Jews, or symbolic of Jews) fulfilling its 

purpose to proclaim the gospel to the nations at the end time.  Thus, for some 

dispensationalists the nations identified in Matthew 24:14 are actually Gentile and 

separate from redeemed Israel.39  

I am aware that there is no unanimity of opinion on the interpretation of 

apocalyptic texts in the New Testament, which should avert the biblical student from 

dogmatism.  The fact that Matthew 24-25 is essentially apocalyptic alerts us to the many 

challenges associated with interpreting this genre.  Even if Meier should not find 

Dispensationalism convincing, his interpretation of these three texts should reflect the 

eschatological issues in play.  He certainly notes them in connection with Matthew 

25:32, but he fails to take them into account with his analysis of 24:7 and 14 rendering 

his assessment of these texts of limited value. 

Matthew 21:43 is not within the Olivet discourse, but it has an apocalyptic 

overtone nevertheless.  The text reads as follows: 

 
dia. tou/to le,gw ùmi/n o[ti avrqh,setai avfV um̀w/n h` basilei,a tou/ qeou/ kai. doqh,setai e;qnei 
poiou/nti tou.j karpou.j auvth/jÅ 
Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you, and be 
given to a nation producing the fruit of it. 

 

Here Meier‘s argument is twofold.  Meier first shows that e;qnoj is being used creatively 

to refer to the church made up of Jews and Gentile showing that Matthew is not 

slavishly committed to the Septuagint‘s usage of the term.  Meier then notes: ―The fact 

that the kingdom is taken away from the Jewish people and given to an e;qnoj  that will 

bear its fruits can only be taken to imply that the Jews are in some sense an e;qnoj.‖40  

Meier‘s point is that because there is parallelism implied, e;qnoj can also be applied to 

the Jews for they represent a nation.  While I am willing to concede that Matthew can 

                                                           
39

 Meier’s analysis of Matt 24:7 is strictly preterist, limiting its interpretation to events associated with 
the Jewish revolt against Rome (66-70 A.D.).  Dispensationalism would see this text as pointing to general strife 
among the Gentile nations during the tribulation period.  There is no biblical support for the view that Israel 
becomes an aggressor nation as generally described in this text.  At some time it is the Gentile nations that come 
against national Israel fulfilling Psalm 2:1-3. 

 
40

 Meier, “Nations or Gentiles in Matthew 28:19,” 98. 
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depict Israel as an e;qnoj (e.g. Matt. 25:32) the parallelism Meier detects does not 

necessarily follow.   In fact, national Israel may be nowhere in mind as David L. Turner 

argues in his, ―Matthew 21:43 and the Future of Israel.‖41   Turner pulls together an 

impressive body of textual evidence to show that those from whom the kingdom of God 

is being ―taken away‖ are specifically recalcitrant Jewish religious leaders and not the 

nation of Israel as a whole.42  In Turner‘s view, it is the leaders of Israel that are losing 

their kingdom authority to lead and guide Israel. 

To further support this view, Anthony J. Saldarini shows that during Hellenistic 

Roman times, the terms e;qnoj, evqniko,j could have a wide range of meanings besides 

referring strictly to coherent ethnic groups with fixed cultural and geographic identities.43  

Saldarini shows that e;qnoj could also refer to guilds, priestly orders, trade associations 

and social classes among other groupings.  The use of e;qnoj with reference to the 

church is clearly not meant to be taken in any conventional sense and so we must 

agree with Saldarini that here it designates a voluntary social group.44  It is this more 

relaxed usage of the term that is evidenced here.  The ―nation producing the fruit of it‖ 

certainly began as a believing remnant of Israel (echoing Numbers 14:11-12) and 

having a definite ethnic makeup, but this was something temporary as Acts 19:11 ff. 

shows.  Ultimately this ―nation‖ is made up of all peoples where issues of boundary and 

ethnic nationalism give way to their oneness in Christ.45  With Turner I assert that the 

                                                           
41

 David L. Turner, “Matthew 21:43 and the Future of Israel,” Bibliotheca Sacra 159 (January-March, 
2002): 46-61. 

 
42 Ibid., 53-56.  Others holding similar positions include D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” EBC, vol. 8 (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), 454; Ulrich Luz, The Theology of the Gospel of Matthew, trans. J. Bradford Robinson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 119; and David D, Kupp, Matthew’s Emmanuel: Divine Presence 
and God’s People in the First Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 95. 

 
43

 Saldarini, Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community, 60-61. 
 
44

 Ibid., 60. 
 
45

Note Rev 7:9, where the glorified church is described as follows: Meta. tau/ta ei=don( kai. ivdou,( o;cloj 
polu,j( o]n avriqmh/sai ouvdei.j evdu,nato( evk panto.j e;qnouj kai. fulw/n kai. law/n kai. glwssw/n( èstw,taj evnw,pion tou/ 
qro,nou kai. evnw,pion tou/ avrni,ou( (emphasis mine) It is important to note that both e;qnoj and lao,j are used to 
exhaust the new and unique character of this eschatological collective.  See also Rev 5:9. 

 



15 
 

 

term e;qnoj is not to be interpreted literally.46  Matthew 21:43 does not support the 

possibility that e;qnh (Matt 28:19) would include the Jews because they are a nation in 

some sense here.  

Meier‘s analysis of Matthew 25:32 is one text where I generally agree that all 

nations, including Israel are being seen collectively, but the time frame of the text 

renders this text unusable to support the view that Matthew 28:19 could include Jews 

among the nations.  The text reads: 

 
kai. sunacqh,sontai e;mprosqen auvtou/ pa,nta ta. e;qnh( kai. avfori,sei auvtou.j avpV avllh,lwn( 
w[sper o` poimh.n avfori,zei ta. pro,bata avpo. tw/n evri,fwn( 
And all the nations will be gathered before Him; and He will separate them from 
one another, as the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats; 

 

Here, Meier fails to take into account the radically different time frame when the events 

of 25:32 occur.  We are in agreement that at the end of history all nations, Israel 

included, will have to stand in judgment, and whether Israel stands together with 

Gentiles, or they are judged separately is beside the point.47  At that time, history as we 

experience it on this earth is terminated.  The events of 25:32 are not just earlier or later 

in time; its context is dissimilar to Matthew 28:19.  Matthew 25:32 depicts a future 

judgment before the presence of the Lord.  On the other hand, Matthew 28:19 is at the 

beginning of the church age and still very much a part of the human historical 

continuum.48  The supra-historical context of Mathew 25:32 eliminates its relevance for 

how the nations are seen in chronological time. 

To summarize, Meier argues that because Israel can be identified as a nation in 

the texts he analyzes, it logically follows that Israel could be included in a generalized 

statement about all nations as in Matthew 28:19.  In my estimation, the overwhelming 

eschatological and apocalyptic nature of the texts he analyses derails his arguments. A 

                                                           
46

 Turner, “Mathew 24:43,” 58, 59. 
 
47

 While Hare and Harrington put forth in my opinion a strong case for seeing Israel as judged separately 
from the gentile nations, Meier also marshals some support for his all inclusive judgment leaving the issue far from  
settled.  See Hare, Harrington, “Make Disciples of all the Gentiles,” 364-65; Meier, “Nations or Gentiles in Matthew 
28:19,’ 99-100. 
 

48
 In Matt 22:23-29 Jesus pointed out the fallacy of transposing human experiences into the hereafter. 
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preterist interpretation is one way of looking at these passages, but it is awfully limiting 

to the full apocalyptic vision.  Moreover, it is arguable that national Israel is not even 

implied in 21:43, and the church is a ―nation‖ in a more creative way than even Meier 

realizes. 

Furthermore, Matthew‘s use of lao,j to refer specifically to Jews as a separate 

people ought to be given more weight than highly nuanced interpretations from 

eschatological texts.49  Apart from Matthew 25:32, there are no incontestable 

occurrences of e;qnh in Matthew‘s gospel which include references to Jewish people, 

supporting the position that pa,nta ta. e;qnh in 28:19 could refer to both Jews and 

Gentiles.50 

Moving ahead, I turn to another line of argumentation to strengthen the view that 

pa,nta ta. e;qnh in Matthew 28:19 must be a reference to Gentiles, and not inclusive of the 

Jews.  The phrase is found repeatedly in the LXX, Matthew‘s source for most of his 

quotations and allusions.51  And it is because of this that several LXX texts become 

specifically pertinent to our thesis.  As the following two texts show, pa,nta ta. e;qnh is a 

phrase specifically used to describe Gentile nations going back to the birth of the Jewish 

people as a nation.  It is also striking to see lao,j used to designate the people of God in 

those same texts.  A third text takes us back to Abraham and God‘s promise to him, 

which finds the presence of pa,nta ta. e;qnh related to the fulfillment of the covenant.  

  The context for our first text is immediately after the golden calf fiasco (Exod 

32).  God was severely irritated with the people he had just liberated and did all he 

could to keep from striking out in righteous indignation (33:3).  While he would make 

good on his promises to Abraham, God threatened to remove his presence from among 

them (vv. 1-3; 33:1-15).  And to keep from destroying them God turns them over to 

Moses who would take them to the threshold of land.  The narrative continues by 

                                                           
49

 Examples: Matt 4:23; 15:8; 26:5; 27:25, 64. 
 
50

 Schmidt lists the usages of e;qnoj e;qnh that refer to the Jewish people in the NT as follows: Luke 7:5; 
23:2; John 11:48; 50, 51, 52,; 18:35; Acts 10:22; 24:2, 10, 17; 26:4; 28:19; 1 Pet 2:9.  See Schmidt, “e;qnoj evqniko,j, “ 
369.  It is telling that Schmidt identifies no such usage in Matthew.  Turner, “Matthew 21:43,” 57, identifies Matt. 
12:18, 21; 20:25; 24:9, 14; 25:32; 28:19 as “probable” examples, signaling a less than conclusive assessment. 
 

51
 For a discussion of Matthew’s familiarity with and use of the LXX see Werner  Georg  Kümmel, 

Introduction to the New Testament, trans. by Howard Clark Kee (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975), 110-111. 
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reminding the reader of Moses‘ ministry as an intermediary on behalf of Israel (33:4-11), 

which leads to verse 16 and Moses‘ intercession at this critical moment.  Knowing that 

God threatened withdrawal from their midst, Moses dares to ask God… 

 
kai. pw/j gnwsto.n e;stai avlhqw/j o[ti eu[rhka ca,rin para. soi, evgw, te kai. o` lao,j sou avllV 
h' sumporeuome,nou sou meqV h`mw/n kai. evndoxasqh,somai evgw, te kai. o` lao,j sou para. 
pa,nta ta. e;qnh o[sa evpi. th/j gh/j evstin52 

For how then can it be known that I have found favor in Thy sight, I and Thy 
people? Is it not by Thy going with us, so that we, I and Thy people, may be 
distinguished from all the other people who are upon the face of the earth?" 

 

Moses knows that the Lord‘s presence in their midst is the one thing that would show 

Israel‘s distinction from among the nations (not merely possessing the land).  This 

singling out of Israel from ―all the other peoples who are upon the face of the earth‖ 

based on the divine presence does in fact become codified as a real manifestation of 

their holiness, as a characteristic of their separateness.  

Thus, our second text is Deuteronomy 7:6, within the second giving of the Law, 

forty-years later.  Those who sinned at Kadesh lie buried in the wilderness (Nu 13-14).  

This is another day and Moses is pleased to remind this new generation of Israelites: 

 
o[ti lao.j a[gioj ei= kuri,w| tw/| qew/| sou kai. se. proei,lato ku,rioj ò qeo,j sou ei=nai, se 
auvtw/| lao.n periou,sion para. pa,nta ta. e;qnh o[sa evpi. prosw,pou th/j gh/j53 
For you are a holy people to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has 
chosen you to be a people for His own possession out of all the peoples (or 
nations) who are on the face of the earth. 
 

One might assume Moses was simply voicing his earlier language, but in fact he was 

echoing the Lord‘s oath made to Abraham upon his obedience in offering Isaac (Gen 

22:16-17; cf. Deut 7:8).  At that pivotal point in the patriarch‘s life God blessed Abraham 

with a promise that set his ―seed‖ apart from all other peoples.  God told Abraham… 

 
evn tw/| spe,rmati, sou pa,nta ta. e;qnh th/j gh/j avnqV w-n u`ph,kousaj th/j evmh/j fwnh/j54 

                                                           
 

52
LXX, lao,j from ~[;; pa,nta ta. e;qnh from  ~['êh'-lK'’mi. Highlights mine. 

 
53

LXX, lao,j  from  ~[;Û; pa,nta ta. e;qnh from  ~yMiê[;h'( ‘lKomi.  Highlights and insert mine. 
 
54

 LXX, pa,nta ta. e;qnh from  yyEåAG lKoß.  Highlights mine. 
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In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have 
obeyed My voice. 

 

God‘s promise to Abraham made it specific that his seed would be the conduit through 

which he would bless the nations. This distinction had to remain in place, if for no other 

reason than to show that God had made good on his promise.55 

With respect to the texts considered, several aspects deserve our attention.  

First, we note the use of lao,j to refer to God‘s people, and the phrase pa,nta ta. e;qnh 

used routinely to refer to the surrounding nations.  Conceivably, the writers could have 

distinguished between Israel and the other nations using either lao,j or e;qnoj.  But in 

Exodus 33:16 and Deuteronomy 7:6 the LXX shows a lexical distinction where the MT 

does not (see no. 51-52).  Interestingly, when speaking of ―all the people‖ as in 

Israelites, the LXX uses pa/j o` lao,j (e.g. Exod 34:10; Lev 9:23; et al.).56  Thus, what is 

worthy of note in these texts and their immediate context is that the distinctiveness of 

Israel as separate from the Gentile nations is a theological theme that is strengthened 

lexically in the LXX.  Moreover, the concept of Israel‘s distinction from all other nations 

is presented as a matter of divine revelation, or as ―the sovereign initiative of God.‖57  It 

is God who first characterizes all people other than those ensuing from Abraham and 

Israel‘s patriarch‘s as pa,nta ta. e;qnh.  And it is because of Abraham‘s obedience that 

God reveals this separateness as integral to his plan to bless the nations.  From a 

biblical point of view, this is not an ethnocentric perspective that Israel promotes or 

develops over the course of her history. 

Accordingly, the trend to single out Israel from among the nations continues 

beyond the Pentateuch through Israel‘s history to the first century A.D.58 In this regard 
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 Matthew’s genealogy (Matt 1:1-17) shows a direct link between Abraham and Christ through whom 
the promise to bless the nations is realized (Acts 3:24-26; Gal 3:16).  See Herbert Wolf, An Introduction to the Old 
Testament Pentateuch (Chicago: Moody Press, 1991), 34. 

 
56

 The phrase pa/j o ̀lao,j in the LXX is used overwhelmingly to designate Israel as a cohesive and 
identifiable people group.  The phrase is not used to identify a plurality of separate nations. Only rarely is it used to 
characterize cohesive gentile groups (e.g., Gen 19:4; Num 13:32).  See Hans Bietenhard, “lao,j,” New International 
Dictionary of New Testament Theology,  795-801. 
 

57
James Sibley, personal unpublished notes, “’Nations’ and ‘People’. 

 
58

 There are over eighty references in the LXX distinguishing Gentile nations as separate from the Jews.   
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Hare and Harrington have done an excellent job of collecting the post-exilic and inter-

testamental evidence. Their work shows conclusively that in the time of Matthew‘s 

writing, ―these terms (~yIAG, e;qnh) would convey the notion of that whole collective of 

nations (the Gentile nations) other than Israel.‖59 

 Such dogged consistency cannot be easily dismissed on some mere assumption 

that New Testament writers would ignore such language from their inspired texts. Can 

there be any doubt but that pa,nta ta. e;qnh would bring about an immediate mental 

association with the Gentile nations? Karl Ludwig Schmidt is one who senses the 

continuation of this distinctiveness in the New Testament.  He ponders: 

 
We sometimes have the feeling – it is hardly more – that the reference is not to 
all nations including Israel, but to the nations or all the nations in distinction from 
Israel as the ~yIAG.  Thus R.15:11on the basis of Ps. 117:1 summons all nations to 

praise God.  But this can hardly include Israel, since it is self-evident that Israel 
should praise God.60 
 

Schmidt continues with further examples drawn from across the New Testament and 

concludes, ―There is, of course, no proof that in these passages we have a technical 

use of e;qnh in the sense of the Gentiles even though the context, often based on the Old 

Testament, indicates that the Gentiles are meant.‖61  Could this also not be the case in 

Matthew 28:19?  It seems that any interpretation that seeks to identify Israel as a nation 

included in the phrase pa,nta ta. e;qnh has to scale the monumental obstacle of Yahweh‘s  

expressed separation of his lao,j, his people from among the e;qnh, the nations.    

In this respect, David Bosch‘s treatment of pa,nta ta. e;qnh in Matthew 28:19 is 

rather mystifying.62  While Bosch also recognizes that e;qnh became for all practical 

purposes a technical term for Gentiles in contrast to Jews, nevertheless he sees the 

                                                                                                                                                           
 

59
 Hare, Harrington, “Make Disciples of all the Gentiles,” 361.  For Meier’s agreement with Hare and 

Harrington’s assessment of  ~yIAG, e;qnh see Meier, “Nations or Gentiles in Matthew 28:19,” 94. 

 
60

 Schmidt, “e;qnoj evqniko,j,“ 369-70. 
 
61

 Ibid. 
 
62

 David Bosch. “The Structure of Mission,” 85, rightly notes that panta ta ethne is a LXX designation for 
gentiles, or pagans in contrast to Jews.  Nevertheless Bosch sides with scholars who say that the phrase “is to be 
interpreted without any restrictions whosoever.”  
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phrase as including Jewish people on the basis of the supposed addition of pa,nta.  

Citing Ferdinand Hahn for support, Bosch notes: ―When panta (all) is added to ethnē, as 

in Matthew 28:19, yet another nuance is created […] Within the context the emphasis is 

clearly on the entire world of humanity; the expression is used ‗in view of the world wide 

mission.‘‖63  Bosch‘s opinion that pa,nta is somehow an addition is baffling and flies in 

the face of the LXX and Apocrypha.  There are almost eighty instances of the exact 

phrase scattered throughout these two collections.  Seriously, pa,nta ta. e;qnh  is hardly a 

novel phrase.  And as I have shown, the phrase has a well-defined theological content 

for the Jews from the beginning.  Bosch would do well to remember that because the 

phrase in question is so prolific in the LXX; its theological meaning in the New 

Testament can reflect it.64  Bosch has, in my opinion, built his case on the atomistic and 

lexical meaning of ethnē while failing to take into account Matthew‘s actual textual 

sources. 

Bosch further develops his interpretation of verse 19 as including Jews on the 

basis that Jew-Gentile differences were essentially theological, not cultural, and he 

appeals to Paul‘s theology for support.  The crucified and risen Messiah, as Bosch 

understands, ―had superseded the law.‖  The substantial theological barriers had been 

removed; cultural issues were negligible by comparison.  Since Paul had accepted the 

principle of the division of labor as far as the mission to Jews and Gentiles was 

concerned, the historical salvation difference had been abrogated.   

I accept fully Bosch‘s assessment of the gospel‘s power to overcome the barriers 

the Law had set in place.  And there is no doubt Paul‘s gospel is essentially egalitarian 

for as he declares, ―there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, 

there is neither male nor female… in Christ Jesus‖ (Gal 3:28; cf. Rom 10:11-13).  But in 

terms of a missionary strategy, outreach to the Jews had to happen first whenever 
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 Ibid.  Hans Bietenhard, “e;qnoj,” 793, sees panta as an epithet which makes it clear the reference is to 

all peoples.  He appeals to fourteen NT usages of e;qnoj that refer to Jews.  Of the fourteen only 28:19 is in 
Matthew and challenged in this study. 

 
64

 Schmidt, “e;qnoj evqniko,j, “ 369. 
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possible.  The Jew-Gentile strategy to evangelize was not merely a ―division of labor‖ 

that could develop horizontally in either direction. 65   

This being the case, I conclude that Matthew 10 and 28:18-20 should be seen as 

a whole and comprehensive commission that sets the pattern the disciples were to 

follow.  We have no problem admitting that 28:18-20 is binding upon the church.  What 

we have attempted to show is that Matthew 10 is equally binding.  Neither commission 

is greater than the other; they both stand together as one indissoluble unit.  Thus, while 

I appreciate Hare and Harrington‘s research which shows that e;qnh in Matthew always 

means Gentiles, I reject their speculative reconstruction of a Matthean community that 

sees the Matthew 28 commission as somehow implying that the Matthean community 

had given up on Israel and was now moving on to predominantly Gentile outreach.66  If 

it can be shown that the Jew first strategy of Matthew 10 remains in force, Matthew 

28:18-20 becomes an extension of the earlier command, not its ―great‖ replacement.   

Still, some might be reticent to say definitively that Jesus‘ command to go to all 

the nations in Matthew 28:19 is directed exclusively at Gentiles.  After all, Diaspora 

Judaism proliferated throughout the Mediterranean rim and going to the Gentile nations 

would lead to inevitable encounters with Jewish communities.   First, I hope to have 

shown that even proponents of Matthew 28:19 as including the Jews are tentative in 

their findings.  Meier only argues for the possibility of it, not its certainty.  Second, the 

case for panta ta eqnh as referring to Gentile nations is defensible.  But finally, the 

Jewish people are not excluded in any sense and providentially, Diaspora Judaism  

makes the Jew first and also Gentile strategy a real possibility beyond the geographical 

borders of Palestinian Israel.  Thus, outreach to Jewish people can remain a high 
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 Kenton L. Sparks, in his, “Gospel as Conquest: Mosaic Typology in Matthew 28:16-20,” Catholic 
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66 Hare, Harrington, “Make Disciples of All the Gentiles,” 367, conclude: “For Matthew the twofold 

mission agreed upon by Paul and the ‘pillar’ apostles at Jerusalem some three decades earlier (cf. Gal 2:7-9) has  
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rejection of a supposed “Matthean community” is supported Richard Bauckham’s “For Whom Were the Gospels 
Written?” 9-48, in R. Bauckham, ed., The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking tbe Gospel Audiences, (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishers, 1998). 
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priority, even as Gentiles are also brought into missiological focus.  We should not let 

ideas which are biblical enough (e.g. God surely wants to reach out to all people Jews 

and Gentiles), actually obfuscate this important distinction in Matthew‘s gospel.  If the 

argument holds, then we have perhaps an important reason for rethinking our 

understanding of Matthew 28:16-20.  In my estimation, there is reason for retiring ―The 

Great Commission‖ label for it may be detrimental to our understanding of Matthew‘s 

actual two-fold development of its message and the broader biblical evangelistic 

program. 

 

 


