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The Abstract 
 For the last 41 years, New Testament scholars have been grappling with the origin and function of the Matthean Lord’s prayer. 

Although some New Testament scholars argue that the Matthean Lord’s Prayer originates from earlier Jewish communal prayers 

(Tilborg 1972a:95–96; Gundry 1982:106, 309; Wendland 2012:394) and is intended rhetorically to perform an eschatological func-

tion (Davies and Allison 1988:503, 594; Nel 2013:102) and challenge the conventional conceptions of justice (Tilborg 

1986:81,84,104–106; Thom 2009:314), these scholars do not observe the revolutionary and ideological perspective of the prayer. 

Thus, in this paper, taking a point of departure from the research conducted by Sjef van Tilborg (1986) and Marius J. Nel (2013) 

and through Socio Rhetorical Interpretative (SRI) analysis I argue that the Matthean Lord’s Prayer is a revolutionary argument 

developed from earlier Jewish liturgical traditions to promulgate an ideology of interpretative power in order to legitimate cultural 

identity of the Matthean community. By developing the earlier Jewish prayers, not only does the author of the Gospel of Matthew 

legitimate the cultural identity of the Matthean community, but he also provides to us a paradigm for explaining the inter-religious 

relations between the Church and other non-Christian religion in the contemporary society. The paper proceeds first by tracing the 

issues at stake through a brief examination of the research by Tilborg and Nel before briefly analysing the revolutionary and 

ideological perspectives of the prayer and, outlining the way forward 
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1. Introduction 

A. Sjef van Tilborg (1986)    

 In his Sermon on the Mount as an Ideological Intervention, Tilborg employs Althusser’s 

philosophical theory of ideology to analyse the Sermon on the Mount and defend his argument that “the 

individual sayings of the Sermon on the Mount are always seen as ideological intervention in the context 

of an existing social practise” ((Tilborg 1986:1). In this regard, Tilborg’s perceives ideology as a concept 

bearing specific tendency that fit into either the existing or new productive relationships that are 

respectively derived from systems that either promote oppression or suppress it (6). In this case, Tilborg’s 

suggestion that ideology is borne out of a reacting against existing relations, implies that ideology is to be 

understood as a kind of an argument promoted either by a dominant cultural group or contra-cultural group 

in defence of communal identity. Thus, to rationalize his ideological perspective of Sermon on the Mount, 
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Tilborg claims that the Sermon on the Mount is a reflection of a mind-set of a rich individual in support of 

the plight of the poor. Consequently, Tilborg contends that “Matthew, notwithstanding the fact that he has 

progressed socially and economically, consistently takes the position in favour of the poor of his time” thus 

he begins the Sermon on the Mount with the beatitudes as a declaration of solidarity with the people who 

suffer under injustice and dominant power (6–7).  

Moreover, according to Tilborg, to achieve its ideological intentions of suppressing existing 

structures of oppression so as to create new productive relations, the Sermon on the Mount focuses on 

δικαιοσύνη (“righteousness”) as a hermeneutical key that rhetorically performs two crucial tasks in the 

narrative. Thus, in the prologue to the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6.1), δικαιοσύνη retrospectively refers to legal 

texts (Matt. 5.17-48) that bears a “renewed suggestion of an opposition between justice which is already 

real and one which is still to be realized. On the other hand, δικαιοσύνη also prospectively introduces the 

next passage describing “three realities” that constitute the content of righteousness, namely, alms giving, 

prayer and fasting (Tilborg 1986:81). 

Additionally, Tilborg insinuates that ideologically, the author of the Sermon on the Mount redacted 

earlier Jewish prayers to mark out boundaries of identity. Consequently, according to Tilborg, Πάτηρ 

ήμῶν... ἐν τοῑς οὺρανοῑς (“our Father ...in the heavens”) situated at the opening of the Lords’ prayer (Matt 

6.9) combines two exclusive formulas that refer to family relations that distinguishes between Πάτηρ ήμῶν 

(“our Father”) belonging to this group in opposition to the other group, on the one hand. On the other hand, 

ἐν τοῑς οὺρανοῑς (“in the heavens”) denotes distance in the light of transcendence and group exclusion. 

Similarly, Tilborg thinks that in Matthew 6.5-6;10.7 the phrase εἰς τὸ ταμεῑόν σου ( “in your private room”)  

stands in opposition to ὲν ταῑς συναγυγαῑς  (“in the Synagogue”)  and  ὲν ταῑς συναγωγαῑς  αὺτω̄ν  (“in 

their synagogue”) to depict a sociological separation between the Matthean community from Judaism 

because during the writing of the narrative of the Gospel of Matthew the Matthean community were no 

longer worshiping in the synagogues because of the persecution instead they were meeting for worship in 

“private houses.” Thus, the synagogue is no longer “their own” but belongs to “other people” (Tilborg 

1986:104–105, 120).  
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Furthermore, Tilborg sees baptism as a significant pointer to the eschatological and last judgment 

perspectives of the Matthew’s narrative. Comparing John’s narrative (Matt 3.11) that introduces Jesus as 

one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit and also has the prerogative to gather the wheat and burn the chaff 

with Matthew’s own parable of the wheat and the weed (Matt. 13.29-30,37-42) where Jesus’ allows the 

wheat and the weed to grow together in the meantime but weed will be separated in the future from wheat 

and to be burned, Tilborg concludes that semantically these two texts show how seriously baptism was 

regarded in the Matthew’s community. Matthew’s perspective of baptism, so says Tilborg, “anticipates the 

last judgment in promise and in threat” (Tilborg 1986:109). Given that the evil and good are allowed to 

mingle together in the current society and that judgment is yet to be experienced in the future, then it seems 

that Tilborg implies that the Gospel of Matthew presents an interim perspective of eschatology in which 

restoration of strained relationships is still possible. 

This perspective of restoration of strained relations brings us to Tilborg’s understanding of “debts” 

in the Lord’s Prayer.  According to Tilborg Matthew’s fifth petition 6.12 (“as we remit our debts”) is taken 

from financial realities that connects the Matthean Lord’s Prayer to other texts dealing with loans and 

repayments in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt.25.5, 42) and in Psalm (36. 21,26, LXX). This semantic 

connection compels Tilborg to interpret the fifth petition (Matt 6.12) as emphasizing that “whoever is not 

prepared to remit his neighbour’s debts cannot expect that God will remit his” (Tilborg 1986:122). In other 

words, from this brief semantic analysis, Tilborg implicitly infers economic obligation and moral 

responsibility from the Matthean Lord’s prayer.  

In short, two issues are observable from this brief analysis.  On the one hand, Tilborg offers 

valuable insights that portray δικαιοσύνηy as the hermeneutical key employed by the author of the Gospel 

Matthew to promulgate his own ideological perspective and that of the text of the Sermon on the Mount. 

However, even though Tilborg effectively presents the Torah (Matt. 5.17-48) and the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 

6.1) as significant categories that elaborate the ideological significance of the author’s perspective of 

δικαιοσύνη, his view of the fifth petition (Matt 6.12) is wanting. Tilborg’s interpretation of the fifth petition 

as indicating that “whoever is not prepared to remit his neighbour’s debt cannot expect that God will remit 
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his,” (Tilborg 1986:122) is ambiguous as it falls short of clarifying the relation between monetary debt of 

others and God’s forgiveness. However, Dr. Marius J. Nel addresses this shortcoming, as I shall shortly 

explain.    

 

B. Marius J. Nel (2013)   

In his article “The Forgiveness of Debt in Matthew 6.12, 14-15,” Dr. Nel Marius, a New Testament 

scholar lecturing at the Stellenbosch University (South Africa), through a combination of socio-historical 

approach and literary theory and argumentative attends to the question “whether the fifth petition of the 

Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6.12) considers the remission of the monetary debt of others as a precondition for 

receiving the forgiveness from God” (Nel 2013:87). Not only does the combination of the social historical 

and literary analysis enable Nel to advance Tilborg’s views briefly examined above, but also it also through 

this interpretative socio-historical, he breaks he effectively demonstrate the complementary role of asocial 

sciences in biblical scholarship which is now on the new cutting edge of New Testament studies, 

particularly in Matthean scholarship.  

Moreover, Nel advances the findings of Tilborg in two fronts. First, he does this through an 

argumentative analysis to refute Jubilee as a hermeneutical key for interpreting the Lord’s prayer, 

particularly in supporting the demands for remission of exploitative debts as befitting Matthew’s demand 

for righteousness (Nel 2013:92–93,102). To be noted here is that by rejecting the Jubilee as a 

hermeneutical key for unlocking the Matthean perspective of debts (Matt. 6.12) which he correctly 

observes is not supported in Matthew’s narrative (103) so as to support the literary function of  Matthew 

6.14-15 as the hermeneutical key for unlocking the Matthean (Matt. 6.12) perspective of monetary debt 

and God’s forgiveness, accordingly Nel supplements the effectiveness of Tilborg’s view of  righteousness 

(Matt 6.1) as a hermeneutical key for elaborating Matthean  Lord’s Prayer.  

Second, by appealing to the socio-historical context of the Matthean community to reconstruct the 

social-economic status of the Matthean community in first century CE Palestine and Syria, not only does 

Nel engage Social history as a new lens to study the Lord’s Prayer but the underlying issues reconstructed 
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through this approach such as prosbul (transfer of personal loans by rich land owners to court so as to 

remain repayable even after the Sabbatical Year) and wealthy status of the Matthean as a wealthy urban 

community, empowers Nel (2013:102)  to further elaborate Tilborg’s view of the fifth petition. This 

elaboration is based on Nel’s conclusion that the fifth petition indicates that “while a demand for the 

remission of every exploitative debt...would fit Matthew ‘s demand for righteousness (6.33), the remission 

of all monetary debts does not, as Jesus neither forbade loans, nor demanded the cancellation of every debt, 

nor the rebellion against exploitative economic practices in the Matthean Parables” (Matt. 5.25-26, 40, 

42;18.23-35).  

From this brief investigation, two crucial points are observable. First,  we see that although Nel 

does not regard the Lord’s Prayer as an ideological intervention as Tilborg does, nonetheless, his assertion 

that the fifth petition (Matt. 6.12) demands  “for the remission of every exploitative debt...[that] fit 

Matthew’s demands for righteousness “ (Tilborg 1986:102), inadvertently supports the understanding of 

the fifth petition as an ideology of intervention  in support of the poor or marginalised by suppressing the 

forces of oppression in the first century CE Palestinian and Syrian society.  Second, since the  research 

findings by Tilborg and Nel collectively indicate that some of  the issues at stake in Matthew’s narrative 

of the Lord’s Prayer are development and contextualization of  earlier Jewish liturgical traditions and the 

economic status of the Matthean community, to achieve the objectives of this paper, it is therefore  

important  to first  briefly analyse  the religious and social history of the Matthean community before  

examining the function of revolutionary and ideological perspectives of the Matthean  Lord’s Prayer in 

legitimating the cultural identity of the Matthean community. In this study, the meaning of culture is derived 

from Bruce Malina’s definition that regards cultures as:  

 

…a system of symbols relating to and embracing people, things, and events that are socially 
symbolized. Symbolling means, filling people, things and, events with meaning and value, making 
them meaningful in such a way that all the members of a given group mutually share, appreciate 
and live out that meaning and value in some way (Malina 1981:11) 

 That means, to ascertain the legitimation of Jewish cultural perspective in the Matthean community, 

we have to trace the impact of Jewish cultural values and symbols from the point of view of the Lord’s 
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Prayer as a basis for the identity of the Matthean community. To this end, a brief examination of the Qaddish 

Prayer and Eighteen Benedictions is important because they provide a Jewish traditional perspective, a 

crucial background that informs the Matthean perspective of the Lord’s Prayer. 

 

2.  The Socio Rhetorical Interpretative (SRI) analysis  

Some preliminary explanation of the meaning and role of revolutionary argument, ideology identity 

politics and Socio Rhetorical Interpretation (SRI) analysis is important toward understanding of the 

perspective of identity politics that will be conjectured from the Matthean Lord’s Prayer. Before I proceed 

further I need to clarify two issues here. First, I would like to briefly clarify the functional relations between 

these four concepts. While the function of the revolutionary argument in this study is to describe the cultural 

identity through a process of deconstruction and reconstruction of the existing and new categories of 

identity, on the one hand, the ideological perspective focuses on the process of maintaining such identity 

through performative activities, on the other hand. It is by this process of describing and maintenance of 

identity that legitimation of particular identity, for instance in this case, cultural identity, is achieved.  

Second, to explain the characteristics and limitations of identity politics being referred to in this 

study, the definition of these four concepts is important. Socio Rhetorical Interpretative (SRI) analysis, 

which provides the theoretical framework for this paper, is a compound word constituted of socio and 

rhetoric.” While “Socio” refers to the use of modern sociological sciences to interpret the discourse of early 

Christians, rhetoric refers to the use of language as communication tool of the interpretation journey.1  For 

———————————— 

 
1. What does Robbins mean by ‘Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation’? Knowledge of this definition is important because, 

like any definition, it briefly points us to the intentions and strategies of the interpreter. Robbins tells us that the 

hyphenated ‘socio’- refers to “rich resource of modern anthropological and sociology that socio-rhetorical criticism 

brings to the interpretation of a text.” From this perspective, the ‘socio’ entails a social sciences interpretative task 

that observes a social class, social systems, personal and community status, marginalised people, and people in posi-

tions of power. The preceding being the case for ‘socio,’ the term ‘rhetoric’ refers to “the way language in a text is a 

means of communication among people” In pursuit of its task, SRI focuses on three main boundaries that provide the 

contexts of the text; the world of the interpreter which is outside the text, the world of the language of the text, the 

real reader and real author located in the Mediterranean world and the social and the text which bears the represented 

world of the social and cultural customs signified by the text (Robbins, V. K. 1996a:1; Robbins, V. K. 1996b:20–24). 

Additionally, it is important to observe that if methodology is defined as “coherent set of ideas about Philosophy, 

methods and data that underlie the research process, and the production of knowledge” (McCall 2005:1774), then the 

exploratory task of methods in research is superseded by SRI analytic because while on the one hand a method entails 
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the purpose of this paper, derived from definitions of identity politics by Tesh and Williams (1996), 

(Berstein 2005) and Dawne Moon (2012) for the purposes of this study, identity politics is to be 

understood as the evoking of traditional rhetoric by a disenfranchised community to legitimate the 

position of their collective embattled personhood and maintain their social, religious or/and 

cultural identity in the society. Furthermore, revolutionary argument, a derivative of the larger 

category of “specific social topics in religious literature,” describes the identity of the early 

Christian community in two aspects of their response to the world of the Mediterranean world: (1) 

in the light of an eschatological perspective by which early the Christian communities appealed to 

so as to rid of the current social order as evil. (2) the adherents of this argument understood 

themselves to be holders of power as friends and representatives of God, whom they depict as an 

autocrat (Robbins, V. K. 1996b:147–148). Because the adherents of this argument are basically 

offer “a reactionary-formation response” to the dominant culture and they sometimes experience 

“the transition from one cultural identity to the another,” consequently they can be respectively 

described as contra-cultural group and liminal cultural group (Robbins, V. K. 1996b:170). In 

addition to revolutionary argument, ideology will be further engaged to make up for the theoretical 

frame work of this paper.  

For the purposes of this study, ideology refers to the rhetorical power of the author and the 

audience on the basis of the scripture. 2 Thus, for this paper ideology is defined as “an integrated 

system of beliefs, assumptions and values that reflect the needs and interest of a group or class at 

a particular time in history” (Robbins 1996b, 96). How does ideology achieve its goals? In pursuit 

of ideological goals, interpreters focus on these two issues: (a) critical analysis of the concepts of 

systems that concerns commonly held values (Robbins, V. K. 1996c, 96) and, (b) observe the 

———————————— 

 
a type of closed approach exclusive of others, SRI Analytic entails an open approach inclusive of others. Robbins 

confirms that while a research method applies politics of exclusion, SRI analytic applies politics of invitations (Rob-

bins, V. K. 1996b:5).   
2. Because Ideological texture involves “me” (the writer), “you” (the reader), “other” (other people’s interpretation) and, “text” 

(the guest in our conversation), as it is claimed by Robbins (Robbins 1996c, 96), refers to rhetorical power of the author and the 

audience from the point of view of a particular scripture. In other words, ideological analysis can be classified as a person’ 

“conscious or unconscious enactment of presuppositions, dispositions and values held in common with other people (Robbins 

1996c, 95).  
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specific views of reality shared by communities contributing into shaping ideologies (Robbins, V. 

K. 1996c, 96). What motivates ideological analysis? Ideology is prompted by two social needs of 

the author and religious communities, namely, the need to (a) interpret to self and others and (b) 

justify and control the interpreters’ place in the world (Robbins 1996a, 96). Thus, ideology refers 

to mind-set that strives to attain some kind of power in the society that from the interpreter’s 

position, the text’ rhetoric and the participation of a community behind the discourse. Thus, the 

objectives of ideology are realized through a critical analysis of systems of differentiation, the 

means or the processes that bring relations into being, forms of institutionalization and the degree 

of rationalization of the power relations depicted by the text (Robbins, V. K. 1996c, 113) 

(Robbins, V. K. 1996c, 113).  

Thus, in this paper revolutionary argument, contra-cultural, liminal cultural and ideology 

are the categories that collectively inform the socio rhetorical interpretative (SRI) analysis which 

is primarily engaged in this paper to describe the perspective of identity politics promoted by this 

study in the light of critical examination of the relations between the Matthean community and 

first century Judaism from the point view of the Matthean Lord’s Prayer. 

3. The Wayward   

From this point henceforth, in the near future, this study will procced first by outlining the 

relations of the Matthean Lord’s Prayer and other earlier two Jewish liturgical traditions—

Qaddish-Yatom and the Shimoneh Esreh—to demonstrate Matthew’s borrowing from earlier 

Jewish literature, before briefly highlighting the social economic status of the Matthean 

community in Galilee and Syria in the first century CE. This analysis will be followed by a brief 

exploration of the two independent variables for this study: the SRI lens will be engaged to 

complement the structural analysis and literary analysis of the Matthean Lord’s Prayer so as to 

explain its revolutionary ideology, contra-cultural perspectives. Second, some general principles 

that outline ways for addressing the relations between the church and other non-Christian religions 

groups in the contemporary society, will be outlined. 

 


