A reader-response approach
to Matthew 24:3-28

W SVorster
University of South Africa

Abstract

It is assumed tiiat reading is an interactive process be-
tween a text and a reader. Attention is paid to how
Matthew 24:3-28 evokes a reader’s response and what
strategies readers apply as they read the text.

By this time it is common icnowledge among New Testament scholars that the rea-
der plays an active role in assigning meaning to a text. The reception of Matthew 24
makes it clear that this text has prompted readers to assign different, even contra-
dictory, interpretations to the text or to parts of it. It is interesting to page through
commentaries, articles and translations to see what scholars say the text is about.
Captions such as ‘Discourse on the last things’ (M’Neile 1957:343), ‘Endzeitrede:
Das Kommen des Weltrichters’ (Schweizer 1973:293), ‘Prophecies and warnings’
{NEB), ‘The testament of Jesus-Sophia’ (Burnett 1981) and ‘The Matthean apoca-
lypse’ (Brown 1979), reveal how different readers describe the ‘substantive content’
(Lafargue 1988) of Matthew 24 (see also Kloppenborg 1979 and Kohler 1987 for
early receptions of the text). Since reading is more than the discovery of the mean-
ing which is seemingly inscribed into a text, it is not strange that different readers,
who are themselves semiotic topics (see Vorster 1989a:60-61), interact with the text
and actualise its meaning potential differently.

This essay is based on the assumption that reading is an interactive process be-
tween a text and a reader. It is furthermore assumed that texts do not have mean-
ing. Meaning is arrived at by the dialectical process between a text, which evokes a
response from the reader, and the reader who assigns meaning to the text, or re-
sponds to the text. It is also assumed that the (implied) reader is inscribed into the
the text and that a real reader has a role in creating meaning by responding to codes

* This essay is a reworking of a paper which was originally presented at the meeting of the subgroup
on Matthew during the 1991 meeting of the Socielas Novi Teslamenti Studiorum in Bethel, Germany.
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inscribed into the text (see Vorster 1989b; also Anderson 1983; Burnett 1990; Phil-
lips 1990). The essay therefore deals with what the text does to the reader, and how
the reader responds to the text. Attention will be paid to how Matthew 24:3-28
evokes a reader’s response and what strategies the readers apply as they read the
text. Since | was invited to approach the text from a reader-response perspective, |
have chosen the title accordingly. | have, however, taken the liberty not to restrict
myself to a specific form of reader-response criticism. The essay is based on recep-
tion theory in general (see Lategan 1984;|0ff; also Porter 1990). Special attention
will be paid to the question of whether the speech deals with the fall of Jerusalem or
with the return of the Son of man. With this in mind, matters such as the function of
the use of the futurum, the conjunction y6p, the motif of alertness, and defamiliari-
sation are treated.

1 ON READING MATTHEW 24:3-28

Matthew 24:3-28 forms a very small fragment of the Gospel as a whole, and also on-
ly a fragment of the speech of Jesus in Matthew 24-25. From the perspective of this
essay it is, however, impossible to read these few verses without being informed by
the preceding material, and also by what follows (see Howell 1990). A few prelimi-
nary remarks are therefore in order.

The material preceding Matthew 24 is important because it ‘constitutes the rea-
der’s "education'”(Burnett 1985:92). By a variety of codes and strategies the reader
is equipped to read later parts of the text.

Reading concerns the process of interaction with the text. Each word, sentence,
event or character creates certain expectations which are either fulfilled or disap-
pointed in the reading process. TTie reader therefore engages in forming expecta-
tions and revising these expectations by reading the text sequentially and by proces-
sing the information. By the time the reader of Matthew’s Gospel reaches chapter
24, he/she is well informed about the characters, events and standards of judge-
ment.

Matthew 24:3-28 forms part of Matthew 24:4-25:46, one of five major narrated
(see Vorster 1987) speeches of Jesus in the Gospel (chapters 5-7; 10; 13; 18; 24-25).
At this stage the reader not only knows that Jesus is the most important character in
the story but also that, unlike the Pharisees or even the disciples, he is a reliable
character. Like the narrator of the story, he is omniscient. He knows what other
characters feel, think and plan. It is also known that whenever he speaks important
information is given to the reader, and that he presents the Viewpoint of God’ (Mt
16:23; see also Kingsbury 1986:32ff).
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Bumett (1985; see also Van Aarde 1982) has convincingly shown that when the
reader reaches chapter 24, he/she knows that whenever Jesus appears, he is ‘God
with us’, and that he is revealing the ‘plan of God’. The reader also knows that he
will most probably be revealing an important message to the disciples, and therefore
to the readers of the Gospel in 24:3-28. On different occasions in the preceding
material he instructs his disciples and reveals to them his point of view (5:1; 13:10,
36; 15:12 and 18:1). Simply from the redundant information that is given by the text,
the reader knows certain things which might be expected. The phrase KaGrmévou
Sé aUToO éitl ToO 6po\jq tSv éXadljv (24:3), for example, initiates the expectation
that Jesus will authoritatively reveal something, because the reader is educated that
whenever Jesus sits, he teaches with authority (see 5:1-2; 13:1-3 and 15:29). It is also
known that the ‘mountain’ (see Donaldson 1985) is a place of revelation in the Gos-
pel (see 5:1; 28:16; also 8:1; 14:23; 15:29; 17:1,9; 26:30).

The fact that the disciples approach Jesus is also not without significance. They
are his immediate followers, to whom he reveals the plan of God. The reader is ex-
pected to identify with his message to them.

It is, however, not only the information that precedes chapter 24:3-28 that is im-
portant to the reader. What follows similarly determines the response of the reader
to the text. In fact, in the process of reading the reader has to revise, for instance,
the idea that the proclamation of the message is restricted to the Jews only as it is
said in chapter 10. In different ways, as we shall see, the reader is re-educated by
the story. In short, the text does something to the reader. It directs the reader and
initiates certain responses.

2 ONPROMPTING THE READER IN MATTHEW 24:3-28

If one wants to know how Matthew 24:3-28 evokes a response from the reader, one
has to address the following question rigorously: what do the words, the sentences,
the sections of the text, and the speeches of Jesus do? Not simply what the text
means, or what it refers to. The focus is thus not only on what is said, but also why it
is said. In this way one is able to determine the purpose of what is narrated in
Matthew 24.

One should keep in mind that people do things with words. When asked a ques-
tion, for instance, the hearer or reader is prompted to formulate an answer or to
perform a deed. A prohibition urges the hearer not to do a certain thing, and a
warning advises a person to take care. Forms of speech like sentences, questions
and so on are therefore not only concerned with what they say, but also with their
purpose or with what they do. By saying something, the speaker performs an act
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(see e g Bach & Harnish 1979). This also holds true for the words and sentences in
the story of Matthew.

The narrated speech of Jesus in Matthew 24 is introduced by a description of a
new setting and a request by the disciples (24:3). There is a change of scene, but is
there a change of topic? And what did the narrator of the story do with these
words?

The preceding section (23:34-24:2) deals with the rejection and judgement of
Jerusalem and her leaders and the prediction of the destruction of the temple. It
has been argued on many and different grounds by scholars that the speech of Jesus
in chapters 24-25 is a continuation of the theme of the destruction of the temple.
The repetition of touto in verses 2 and 3 has led many interpreters to conclude that
the question of the disciples, when will these things be?’ refers to the destruction of
the temple, and that Matthew 24:4-50 gives an answer to the question. Does it? It
will only be possible to answer this question after we have dealt with the content of
the speech.

Once the reader has learnt that Jesus is a reliable character, he/she has no pro-
blem with Jesus being able to speak about future things and make predictions. In
fact, this has often occurred in the preceding parts of the story. In terms of narrated
and discourse time (‘erzahlte und besprochene Welt’), it immediately becomes evi-
dent that there is a change in the use of tenses in Jesus’ speech. Most of the verbs
are put in the future and present tenses, which are typical of the tenses used for dis-
cussing matters. It is also characteristic of the future tense, especially in predictions
and assertions, that they express the belief of the speaker and his or her desire that
‘the hearer have or form a like belief (see Bach and Harnish 1979:41). It is there-
fore possible to infer from the use of tenses in Matthew 24:3-28 that the Matthean
Jesus wishes his disciples to share his beliefs about the future. He performs a
speech act by what he communicates. To put it differently: the text (of the
Matthean Jesus) prompts a response from the disciples.

On the level of the reader of the Gospel of Matthew the same thing happens.
Having presented Jesus as the reliable character who now speaks about future
things, the narrator also expects the reader to share Jesus’ beliefs about the future.

It is, however, important to pursue this matter further. The speech starts with
the words: pXcTtere >ifi tu; Gjioi; nXai/iicnri. The phrase is formulated in the form of
a prohibition. Prohibitions, like all other linguistic directives such as questions, re-
quirements and so on, ‘express the speaker’s attitude toward some prospective
action by the hearer’ (Bach & Harnisch 1979:41). The force (purpose) of the phrase
is to warn the reader not to be led astray. In other words, what the phrase does is to
direct the reader to take a certain action, that is, to be on the alert. It does not so
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much inform the reader as it instigates an action. The same happens in verses 6, 14,
15, 16, 17, 18, 20, 23 and 26, where prohibitions and requirements are mentioned.
The disciples are warned to be on the alert, not to be troubled or disturbed, to wit-
ness, to be conscious of the times in which they live, to take preventive action, to
pray and not to be misled.

If one carefully investigates the different directives referred to in the speech, it
becomes clear that they structure the speech. This happens to such an extent that
the main thrust of the speech comprises an appeal to the reader to maintain a state
of alertness, and to await the return of the Son of man faithfully. From the perspec-
tive of what the text does it can be argued that it directs the reader to adopt a parti-
cular attitude, that is, to be on the alert, take heed and be warned. This view is un-
dergirded by the way in which the prohibitions and commands are substantiated.

The use of the conjunction yép in the Gospel of Matthew reveals many interes-
ting features with regard to its narrative function (see Edwards 1990). It is evident
that the reliability of references to the future in any discourse mainly depends on the
authority and reliability of the speaker. Jesus is the appropriate character in
Matthew’s Gospel to make statements about the future, since he is presented as a
wholly reliable character. His reliability is already established in the so-called
framework of the Gospel (1-4:22) by different yép-clauses used by different charac-
ters (see Edwards 1990:642-646, 652). TTie effect of these statements is to show the
reader that the events referred to are part of the divine plan of God, and that ‘the
reader should expect God’s control over events whether it is explicitly stated or not’
(Edwards 1990:642).

It is furthermore remarkable that this conjunction yap often occurs in the
sayings of Jesus which reveal his assumptions. They form part of his narrative point
of view, which is presented as the viewpoint of God.

In Matthew 24:3-28 ydp is used no less than six times as part of Jesus’ directives
to the disciples (5, 6, 7, 21, 24, 27). These y6p-clauses predict the appearance of
false messiahs, the delay of the final consummation, the advent of wars, famines and
earthquakes, and the sudden return of the Son of man. All of these clauses, which
are in the form of predictions, substantiate preceding commands. Their effect is
that the reader has to be on the alert because the return of the Son of man will be
preceded by horrifying events. In one case (v6), the theme of God’s plan, which
plays an important role in the narrative from the start, is called to mind and used as
the reason why the disciples should not be troubled (6ci yop yei/ecSai).

The effect of the directives that Jesus gives to the disciples is moreover
strengthened by the technique of repetition of words such as noXXoi and xéXoq, of
negative events, and of themes such as false messiahs.

ISSN 0259 9422 = f/TS 47/4 (1991) 1103



Matthew 24-3-28

It is evident from the speech acts performed in this speech that Jesus wished his
disciples to believe that they could expect a turbulent future. Although he phrased
his statements in general (apocalyptic) form, they nevertheless convey the idea of
difficult times awaiting the hearer before the return of the Son of man. Even the
reference to to pSeXuy”a xfiq éprm<ix7etix; from the Book of Daniel (Mt 24:15), and
the references to the flight to the mountains of Judea (Mt 24:16) should not be in-
terpreted primarily in terms of historical references in the time of the disciples or
the author of the Gospel. These signs form part of the narrated world which por-
trays difficult times of persecution and misery. They all help to impress the disci-
ples/readers with the difficulties which will precede the return of the Son of man.
What is, however, important to realise is the observation that the effect of the direc-
tives in the speech is to keep the listeners on their toes. They have to be on the alert
and live with a view to the return of the Son of man. There is an urgent appeal for
them to take care. As a narrated speech the materia) also has to be read on the le-
vel of the reader, and not only on the level of the disciples as hearers. The speech
acts serve the same purpose on this level that they do on the level of the disciples.
The reader receives the same instructions since he/she is inscribed in the text. This
is clear from the command in verse 15: 6 duoyii/GaKiijv i/oeito). This statement is
very important with regard to the response of the reader, since it determines the lo-
cation of the reader of the Gospel of Matthew (see also Mt 27:8; 28:15).

The reader of the Gospel finds him/herself in the period after the resurrection
and before the return of the Son of man. This is evident from the fact that the text
refers to a reader outside the text of the Gospel in which the resurrection is narrat-
ed. ‘He who reads’ the speech, refers to the reader of the Gospel. This also helps
the reader to decide whether this speech of Jesus is about the destruction of Jerusa-
lem or about the return of the Son of man.

The first part of the question in Matthew 24:3, namely néxe xaOta éaxai;
might have led the reader to wonder whether the speech would deal with both the
destruction of Jerusalem and the return of the Son of man. The interpretation of
this part of the question has been a bone of contention among interpreters of the
Gospel for many years. Different solutions have been offered to explain the appa-
rently ambiguous question (see Burnett 1981:8ff and especially 198ff). Let us first
turn to the ‘substantive content’ of the speech again. A few remarks on the ‘return
of the Son of man”are necessary.

Although napouaia can obviously be used for the meaning ‘to be present’, it is
improbable that this is the case in Matthew 24:3. The disciples clearly want to be in-
formed about the return of the Son of man and the end of the age. The term nap-
ouaia occurs five times in the Gospel, and only in chapter 24 (w 3, 27, 30, 37, 39).
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Considering the specificity of the question tl to crruietow xfy; napouaicH;; and the
fact that the Matthean Jesus refers to the return of the Son of man three times in
the speech, there seems to be little reason to doubt that Jesus’ speech gives an
answer to the question. Although verse 30 refers only to the sign of the Son of man,
and not to his return, the reader would undoubtedly understand this sign in conjunc-
tion with verse 27. The ‘return’is, in other words, implied in verse 30. The return of
the Son of man is a formative principle in the speech.

It is furthermore evident that ‘Son of man’ refers to Jesus. Because the reader
has been educated by the preceding material in the Gospel that ‘Son of man’ is
another name for Jesus (see 8:20; 9:6 etc), and even that he will return some time in
the future as the Son of man (10:23) and as judge (13:41), the reader knows that the
Son of man in chapter 24 is Jesus. The reader also knows that the speech is first of
all an answer to the question about the return of Jesus. The third part of the ques-
tion of the disciples concerning the end of the age is answered indirectly in Matthew
24:3-28, and more fully in chapter 25. But what about the first part, ‘When will
these things happen?’

Burnett (1981:206) and others have argued that there is a caesura between 24:2
and 3 and, following Walker, that the Koi between the first and second parts of the
question should be read epexegetically: ‘Tell us, when will this happen, that is (koi),
what will be the sign of your Parousia and the consummation of the Age?’ (Walker
as quoted by Burnett 1981:207). This is a possible solution to the problem, and the
conjecture of a caesura explains the break between 24:2 and 3. However, from a
reader-response perspective, it seems to me that the speaker (Jesus) flouts the ques-
tion of the disciples, and indicates that he does not want to pursue the topic of the
destruction of Jerusalem and the temple any further. He breaks the maxim of rele-
vance in the disciples’ question and pursues the matters posed in the second and
third parts of the question (see Botha 1989:158 for a discussion of the principle).
The disciples are furthermore defamiliarised - that is, put into a different perspec-
tive from the one the reader is used to - a strategy which is common in the synoptic
gospels (see Resseguie 1984) and which also plays a role in Matthew 24.

Chapter 23 has educated the reader that Jesus has rejected Israel, in particular
Jerusalem, and that he has predicted the destruction of the temple. The latter is
dealt with briefly in verse 2. Because of the repetition of the pronoun xauia in ver-
ses 2 and 3, it is quite natural that the reader would expect Jesus to continue with
the theme in his answer to the disciples. By the end of the speech the attentive rea-
der would realise that Jesus has defamiliarised the familiar by speaking about his re-
turn and the end of the age and not about the destruction of the temple. He/she
will then revise the question and realise that Jesus does not fulfil the expectation by
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ignoring the question. For the (implied) reader of the Gospel, who probably lived
in a period after the destruction of the temple, and who might have been familiar
with the destruction of the temple and Jerusalem, this defamiliarisation creates the
opportunity of seeing the novelty in the story of Jesus.

There are other examples of defamiliarisation in Matthew 24 which are equally
important. It is often argued that there is a contradiction between Matthew 10:5
and 23 on the one hand and 24:15 on the other (see also 28:19). It is thought that in
Matthew 10 the focus is still on the exclusivity of the mission of the disciples to Is-
rael, and that this presents a different view from later material, where the good news
of the man of Nazareth is understood in universal terms. From the perspective of
the reader of the Gospel, he/she is educated by the story that, in chapter 10, the
disciples were ordered to go and proclaim the message to Israel only. But, as the
story develops, it is also learnt that Israel is rejected. When the reader reaches
24:15, the familiar is completely defamiliarised. A new message is given by rephras-
ing familiar material. Since Israel has rejected the proclamation of the message
(see Mt 23), the proclamation would be directed to all the nations.

Another example of defamiliarisation is the fact that no definite answer is given
of exactly when the return will be. Since the reader knows that Jesus is a reliable
character, it would seem obvious that he/she would also know when the return of
the Son of man will be, and when the age will end. However, the disciples (and
therefore the readers as well) are told that they should faithfully await the coming of
the Son of man. Not even the Son knows the exact time (24:36). The expectation of
the disciples/readers is disappointed, and instead they receive a very definite injunc-
tion: be on the alert!

0000000

Reader-response criticism does not offer answers to all the questions that are raised
by ancient texts such as the Gospel of Matthew, not to mention the difficulties in-
volved in such a complicated text as Matthew 24. Since the emphasis is on the rea-
der, and how a text elicits a response from the reader, aspects of the communication
between texts and readers/hearers are highlighted. With its focus on what texts do,
and not only on what they mean, a neglected aspect of textual interpretation in New
Testament scholarship receives attention. It has been illustrated that Matthew 24
directs the reader to read this part of the Gospel in the light of eariier parts, and
that the speech acts used in the text help the reader to build an image of what the
text does. It is in this way that a contribution is made to the interpretation of this
very difficult early Christian text. Since the essay offers a discussion of a fragment
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of a fragment of a text, it is obviously incomplete. The aim, however, has been to
illustrate how focusing on what the text does to evoke the respwnse of the reader,
and how the reader responds to the text, helps one to understand Matthew 24:3-28.
Because of a lack of space, no attention has been paid to the detailed interpretation
of every word or sentence, or to genre and other difficulties. The use of technical
jargon has been limited to a few expressions. The informed reader will nevertheless
recognise that the essay has been based, among other things, on insights from narra-
tive, reception and speech act theories.
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