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THE SUFFERING SON OF DAVID IN MATTHEW’S 
PASSION NARRATIVE

In this book, Nathan C. Johnson offers the first full-scale study of 

David traditions in the Gospel of Matthew’s story of Jesus’s death. He 

provides a solution to the tension between Matthew’s assertion that 

Jesus is the Davidic messiah and his humiliating death. To convince 

readers of his claim that Jesus was the Davidic messiah, Matthew 

would have to bridge the gap between messianic status and disgraceful 

execution. Johnson’s proposed solution to this conundrum is widely 

overlooked yet refreshingly simple. He shows how Matthew makes 

his case for Jesus as the Davidic messiah in the passion narrative by 

alluding to texts in which David, too, suffered. Matthew thereby par-

ticipates in a common intertextual, Jewish approach to messianism. 

Indeed, by alluding to suffering David texts, Matthew attempts to turn 

the tables of the problem of a crucified messiah by portraying Jesus as 

the Davidic messiah not despite, but because of, his suffering.

NATHAN C. JOHNSON is Assistant Professor at the University of 

Indianapolis. A scholar of ancient messianism, he has authored over a 

dozen articles and chapters and is co-editor of “To Recover What Has 

Been Lost”: Essays on Eschatology, Intertextuality, and Reception 

History in Honor of Dale C. Allison Jr. (Brill, 2020).
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For Caitlin,

la vie est dure sans confiture,

mais avec du beurre beaucoup meilleure.

 – Swiss proverb

www.cambridge.org/9781009261647
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-26164-7 — The Suffering Son of David in Matthew's Passion Narrative
Nathan C. Johnson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ix

CONTENTS

Acknowledgments page xi

List of Abbreviations (not otherwise found  

in The SBL Handbook of Style, 2nd edition) xiii

 1 Introduction: Messianic Grammar and Matthew’s 
Suffering Messiah 1
1.1 Matthew’s Problem 1

1.2 The Problem of the Suffering Messiah 2

1.3 Matthew’s David in Previous Research 4

1.4 Methodology 28

1.5 The Thesis and Argument 36

 2 Matthew’s Arrest Narrative, the Absalom Revolt,  
and Militant Messianism 38
2.1 David in Matthew’s Arrest Narrative and Judas’s Demise 40

2.2 Some “Davids” of Second Temple Judaism 62

2.3 Conclusion: Matthew’s Davidic Messiah  

in the Arrest Scene 75

 3 The Psalms before “the Psalmist”: Setting the Psalms 
within the Life of David in Antiquity 79
3.1 Psalms, David, Jesus 80

3.2 David and the Psalms 80

3.3 Conclusion 102

 4 Setting Jesus’s Trial Narratives within the Davidic  
Psalms: Matthew without “the Psalmist” 104
4.1 “From afar” and Psalm 37:12 LXX 105

4.2 “The end” (26:58) 108

4.3 The Trial Setting and the Psalms 110

4.4 The Davidic Temple Builder 131

4.5 “Washed his hands” (27:24) and Psalm 25 LXX 140

4.6 Conclusion 144

www.cambridge.org/9781009261647
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-26164-7 — The Suffering Son of David in Matthew's Passion Narrative
Nathan C. Johnson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contentsx

 5 Setting Jesus’s Crucifixion within the Davidic Psalms: 
Constructing a Psalmic Sitz im Leben Jesu 147
5.1 Psalm 69 and Matt 27:34, 48 151

5.2 Psalm 22 160

5.3 Jesus, David, and the Psalms in Matthew’s  

Passion Narrative 191

 6 Conclusion: The New David: Matthew’s  
Executed Messiah 206
6.1 Summary of Argument 206

6.2 The Problem of the Crucified (Davidic) Messiah 208

6.3 £»·ÃÏË of the Scriptures of the Prophets 215

6.4 Greater than David? 217

6.5 Matthew’s David before the Wall 218

Bibliography 223

Index of Ancient Sources 247

Index of Modern Authors 259

www.cambridge.org/9781009261647
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-26164-7 — The Suffering Son of David in Matthew's Passion Narrative
Nathan C. Johnson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xi

This book attempts to look at an old issue – how early Jesus followers 

could claim that their disgraced and executed leader was the messiah – in 

a fresh way. But “fresh” and “new” are not one and the same, and along 

the way I have found many conversation partners who spied similar con-

nections in the works of early Christian and rabbinic thinkers.

However, as significant as these voices from the past have been to 

me, more important still is the role played by the community of people 

who supported me along the way. Since this volume is a revised version 

of my 2019 Princeton Theological Seminary doctoral dissertation, The 

New David: Matthew’s Passion Narrative, the Absalom Revolt, and the 

Psalms of Lament, I have many to thank in that academic community. 

Foremost gratitude goes to my doctoral advisor, Dale C. Allison Jr., 

whose unflagging curiosity, keen editorial eye, and wisdom have guided 

this project. Dale was the ideal advisor – hands off and undemanding in 

the seasons I needed to explore but responsive and attentive when it was 

time to make progress. I’ll always remember the days Joel Estes and I 

spent translating Matthew from our Nestle-Alands in his living room 

while he offered extempore commentary and tea.

The other members of my committee – C. Clifton Black, James H. 

Charlesworth, and especially external reader Matthew V. Novenson – 

all improved my arguments and clarity of expression with their inci-

sive criticisms and questions. Likewise, I am grateful to Beatrice Rehl 

at Cambridge University Press and Edward Adams in his role as general 

editor for the Society of New Testament Study Monograph Series for 

seeing the potential of this volume and helping make it a much stronger 

finished product. To AnneMarie Luijendijk at Princeton University, a 

word of thanks for always caring. And gratitude also goes to Eric Barreto 

for helping me realize that being a human, with limitations, is something 

to embrace rather than battle.

To the “fortnightly” publishing group at Princeton Seminary – includ-

ing Jolyon Pruszinski, J.P. O’Connor, Jim Neumann, Steve Bohannon, 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

www.cambridge.org/9781009261647
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-26164-7 — The Suffering Son of David in Matthew's Passion Narrative
Nathan C. Johnson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgmentsxii

Devlin McGuire and Heelee Velez – thank you for bearing with my long 

first drafts and endless side projects.

Two sections of this volume appear in an earlier form elsewhere: 

“Romans 1:3–4: Beyond Antithetical Parallelism,” Journal of Biblical 

Literature 136 (2017), 467–90; and “The Passion according to David: 

Matthew’s Arrest Narrative, the Absalom Revolt, and Militant 

Messianism,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 80 (2018), 247–72. I am 

grateful to the general editors at both journals for allowing this material 

to be excerpted in updated form here.

Finally, I would like to thank my family. To my parents Erik and Sue, 

for giving me the tools I needed to learn – be they books or wrenches – 

and for always being supportive. To Samuel August and Blake Levi for 

their wonder and whimsy, and for teaching us that life is better in three 

dimensions than two. And finally, to my endlessly talented and gracious 

wife Caitlin, who walked with me when writing was a “hobby” while 

hers was knitting. An inadequate gesture of thanks in comparison to the 

mountains of support she’s given, it is to her that I dedicate this book – 

our vie du beurre is sweeter than I could have imagined.

www.cambridge.org/9781009261647
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-26164-7 — The Suffering Son of David in Matthew's Passion Narrative
Nathan C. Johnson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xiii

ATRSup Anglican Theological Review Supplement Series

BTCB Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible

CGSS Cairo Genizah Studies Series

ITQ The Irish Theological Quarterly

JCTC Jewish and Christian Texts in Contexts and Related 

Studies

JRT Journal of Reformed Theology

JSL The Judaic Studies Library

NCBC New Cambridge Bible Commentary

RCS Reformation Commentary Series

STDJ Studies on the Texts of the Desert of Judah

ABBREVIATIONS (not otherwise found in The SBL 

Handbook of Style, 2nd edition)

www.cambridge.org/9781009261647
www.cambridge.org

