
 



 

 

Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter deals with the need for a study of the topic, the thesis, the 
limitations and scope, the contribution, and the method and content of the 
study. The introduction also clarifies the parameters and focus of this study. 

Need for the Study 

The Gospel of Matthew contains six dream passages, five of which appear in 
chapters 1–2.1 Matthew’s use of dreams in 1:1–2:23, immediately after a long 
genealogy, appears to have a narrative strategy that needs a treatment 
different from that of the regular narratives. Unlike the other dreams of the 
Bible where the dreamers benefit from them,2 neither Joseph nor the Magi, 
the recipients of the dreams, benefit from them. All five dream-messages are 
about Jesus, the central figure in the Gospel of Matthew. Matthew seems to 
be juxtaposing the genealogy presented in 1:2–16 with the birth and infancy 
of Jesus in 1:18–2:23 to emphasize that Jesus is the “Son of God.”3 All those 
listed in the genealogy (1:2–16) have human fathers with the stereotypical 
formula ἐγέννησεν, but the infancy narrative (1:18–2:23), introduced by the 
superscription τοῦ δὲ Ίησοῦ Χριστοῦ ἡ γένεσις οὕτως ἦν (1:18), seems to 
emphasize Jesus’ genealogy with a different nuance. Through the dream 

                                                      
1 Matthew 1:20–25; 2:12, 13–15, 19–21, 22; 27:19. All six dreams are introduced with 

the formula κατ’ ὄναρ. Chapter 6 of this study discusses the literary function of the dreams in 
Matt 1:18–2:23.  

2 For example, in Gen 28:1–21; 31:24; 37:5–9; 1 Kgs 3:5–15, the dreamers benefit from 
their dreams. Though in dreams such as Gen 20:3–7; 31:24 and Judg 7:13–14 the dreamers do 
not directly benefit from their dreams, they do benefit indirectly. Chapter 3 of this work 
carries a detailed discussion on these dreams. In the same way, dreams of the chamberlains in 
Pharaoh’s court (Gen 40:5–23), Pharaoh in Gen 41, and dreams in Dan 2 and 4 are treated 
differently than the regular dreams.  

3 In Matt 1:18–2:23, the title “Son of God” is not explicitly applied to Jesus. However, 
the narrator seems to emphasize the supernatural origin of Jesus and underlines the concept of 
“son” through the words of the angel and through the Old Testament quotations. 



2 The Dreams of Matthew 1:18–2:23  

 

narratives, Matthew appears to be employing a literary strategy to 
differentiate Jesus’ genealogy from the genealogy of the leaders of Israel. 

Literary-critical investigations of the dream records of ancient royal and 
religious writings reveal political or religious motivations behind recording 
them.4 Scholars of this subject suggest that ancient cultures employed dreams 
as one of the most useful literary devices for royal and religious propaganda.5 
In other words, rulers and religious leaders used dreams to validate certain 
decisions such as waging war, usurpation of power, building temples and 
palaces, and for etiological purposes. A form and literary analysis of the 
dreams of Matt 1–2 reveals that these dreams are similar to the “message 
dreams” of the ancient Near East, the Old Testament, and the Greek-Roman 

                                                      
4 Recent works on this subject are as follows: Diana Lipton, Revisions of the Night: 

Politics and Promises in the Patriarchal Dreams of Genesis, JSOTSup, ed. David J. A. Clines 
and Philip R. Davies, vol. 288 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999); Antonio 
Loprieno, “The ‘Kings Novel’,” in Ancient Egyptian Literature: History and Forms, ed. 
Antonio Loprieno, Probleme der Ägyptologie, ed. Wolfgang Schenkel, Donald B. Redford, 
and Antonio Loprieno (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 277–96; Rex Mason, Propaganda and 
Subversion in the Old Testament (London: SPCK, 1997); William Kelly Simpson, “Belles 
lettres and Propaganda,” in Ancient Egyptian Literature: History and Forms, ed. Antonio 
Loprieno, Probleme der Ägyptologie, ed. Wolfgang Schenkel, Donald B. Redford, and 
Antonio Loprieno, vol. 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 435–46. 

5 See Scott Noegel, “Dreams and Dream Interpreters in Mesopotamia and in the Hebrew 
Bible,” in Dreams: A Reader on Religious, Cultural & Psychological Dimensions of 
Dreaming, ed. Kelly Bulkeley (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 46. The expected outcome of any 
propaganda is to win over the readers or hearers for the narrator. William Kelly Simpson 
defines propaganda as: “A message, communication, or statement addressed by its author on 
behalf of an individual or group (a god, king, official, class) or ideology (cult, kingship, 
personal ambition, and special interest group) to a specific or general audience. The message 
generally carries an overt or implicit attempt to persuade an audience to follow the author’s 
desire, to promote or publicize a cause, or to influence its attitude. The statement or message 
can be a call to follow a cult or leader, may or may not include a reward for compliance or a 
threat for non-compliance, or may be more in the nature of a declaration or proclamation.” See 
Simpson, “Belles lettres and Propaganda,” 436. 
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literature.6 This affirms the possibility that Matthew was aware of the literary 
traditions of dreams and the potential advantages of using them, particularly 
for the presentation of the person of Jesus.7  

This study seeks to understand why Matthew uses dreams in the infancy 
narrative of Jesus and what response he possibly expects from his readers. It 
appears that Matthew seeks to correct allegations surrounding the birth of 
Jesus and to explain the circumstances that caused Jesus to live in Egypt 
briefly and then to become a resident of Nazareth, a place of no messianic 
significance. Traditionally, dreams were used in such situations.8 In the 
Gospel of Matthew, the author appears to draw his readers’ attention to 
Jesus’ divinity through several supernatural events with an implied didactic 
objective.9 Such an objective seems to lie in the supernatural events of the 
infancy narrative. In other words, Matthew seems to teach his readers that 
Jesus is the son of God; therefore, they need to obey him. Matthew seems to 
be doing more than a mere presentation of Joseph’s and the Magi’s dream 
experiences.  

All five dreams of Matt 1–2 are introduced with the word ὄναρ, a word 
not used anywhere else in the Bible outside of the Gospel of Matthew; it is 
used in 27:19. The LXX and the New Testament frequently use ἐνύπνιον and 
ὕπνος for “dream.”10 In Greek literature, the words ἐνύπνιον and ὄναρ refer 
to dreams that originate in divine realms as opposed to physiological dreams, 
which originate from within a person. However, while ἐνύπνιον conveys “a 

                                                      
6 A good discussion on the form of these dreams may be found in Robert K. Gnuse, 

“Dream Genre in the Matthean Infancy Narratives,” NovT 32 (1990): 97–120. A form-critical 
study of these dreams in chapter 6 reveals Hellenistic influence in Matthew’s dream report. 

7 Dreams play an important role in developing birth topos, particularly in the birth 
narratives of great kings, e.g., Sargon, Xerxes, Solomon, and Augustus. 

8 Chapters 2–4 survey the use of dreams in various ancient cultures. 

9 In Matt 1:18; 3:17; 17:5; 27:54, it appears that Matthew draws the attention of his 
readers to the divinity of Jesus. 

10 For example, the word ὕπνος is used in Gen 20:3, 6; 28:16; 31:10, 11, 24; 31:40; 40:9; 
41:17, 22; Dan 2:1; 4:13, and in the New Testament, the word ὕπνος is used in Matt 1:24; 
Luke 9:32; John 11:13; Acts 20:9, and Rom 13:11. The word ἐνύπνιον is used in Gen 37:5, 6, 
8, 9, 10, 20; 40:5, 8, 9; Judg 7:13, 15, and in the New Testament it is used only in Acts 2:17. 
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present state of affairs,” the word ὄναρ conveys “a future state of affairs.”11 
In other words, the nuance of the word ὄναρ is that even after the dreamer 
wakes up, the dreamer carries the effect of what is communicated in the 
dream. While dreams of Matt 1–2 appear to have parallels with the dream of 
the ancient Near East and LXX, the use of the word ὄναρ appears to parallel 
the dream accounts of Greek literature. By the use of ὄναρ, Matthew 
emphasizes that the dreams of Joseph and the Magi originated from the 
divine realm and rules out physiological or psychological dreams.12  

In Matt 1–2, the dreams are communicated through ἄγγελος κυρίου 
(1:20; 2:13, 19). In ancient Near Eastern dreams, mamu, zaqiqu, and zangara 
are dream gods, and they appear to the dreamers on their own.13 Yahweh is 
always the speaker in the Old Testament message dreams. However, Yahweh 
sends messages to his people through his angel (e.g., Gen 16:7; 22:11; Exod 
3:2; Num 22:22). Therefore, for a Jew, the angel of the Lord is a credible and 

                                                      
11 Artemidorus, The Interpretation of Dreams, 22–23. Chapter 6 carries a detailed study 

of the word ὄναρ and also a discussion on the possible reason why Matthew preferred this 
word over the other Greek words for dream. 

12 In ch. 6, a detailed discussion on the use of the word ὄναρ is presented. 

13 In Mesopotamian literature, three dream gods are mentioned, namely, mamu, zaqiqu, 
and zangara. Assurbanipal II built a temple for mamu in ninth century BC, which was later 
enhanced by Shalmaneser III. The kings might have visited mamu’s temple for incubation. 
The dream god zaqiqu is not always prefixed with the determinative «d». In those places where 
zaqiqu is not prefixed with the determinative «d», it could refer either to ‘means of divine 
communication’ or an inspired interpreter of dreams. The dream god zangara is connected to 
pleasant dreams. For example, zangara brings a pleasant dream to the ailing Lugalbanda 
(Vanstiphout, Epics of Sumerian Kings, 123, line 348). Both Oppenheim and Butler express 
their difficulty to understand the function of the dream gods when most of the message dreams 
and symbolic dreams were brought by deities. Nevertheless, Mesopotamians had dream gods. 
See S. A. L. Butler, Mesopotamian Conceptions of Dreams and Dream Rituals, AOAT, ed. 
Manfried Dietrick and Oswald Loretz, vol. 258 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1998), 73–88; cf. A. 
Leo Oppenheim, The Interpretation of Dreams in the Ancient Near East: With a Translation 
of an Assyrian Dream-Book, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, vol. 46, part 
3 (Philadelphia: The American Philosophical Society, 1956), 237–45. In most Egyptian 
dreams, the deity of the Pharaoh appeared except in the dream of Thutmose IV where the 
Pharaoh’s father appeared as the dream messenger. However, considering the divinity of a 
deceased Pharaoh, this difference is insignificant. 
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authoritative messenger whose message is trustworthy. Though “the angel of 
the Lord” of Matt 1:18–2:23 is somewhat similar to the ὄνειρος of Greek 
literature,14 Matthew appears to tell that the messages Joseph and the Magi 
received in their dreams were trustworthy. Though the Second Temple 
Jewish literature does not have a concept of a dream god, the dream 
messages are brought to the dreamers by known celebrated figures of Jewish 
history, a probable influence of the Greek concept of εἴδωλον. A literary and 
form study of the dream passages of Matt 1–2 in chapter 6 of this study 
points to the depth Matthew develops in his presentation of the supernatural 
origin of Jesus.  

Scholars’ approach to Matt 1:18–2:23 may be viewed broadly from four 
different perspectives: dogmatic, historical, form, and literary. The dogmatic 
perspective places the emphasis on the doctrine around the fulfillment 
quotations. Until the Enlightenment, the focal point on the dream passages 
was the doctrine of the Virgin Birth.15 During and after the Reformation, the 
focus shifted from the doctrine of the Virgin Birth to the history of the 
passages—Strauss suggests that Matt 1:18–2:23 functions as a historical and 
dogmatic myth; Bruno Bauer suggests that Matt 1:18–2:23 is similar to the 
Suetonius’ work on the biography of the Caesars; Otto Pfleiderer suggests 
that Matt 1:18–2:23 is a hero legend; Bultmann also suggests that Matt 1:18–
25 is a hero legend and chapter 2 is a fairy tale; and Martin Dibelius suggests 
that chapter 2 presents etiological information about how Jesus goes to Egypt 
and then settles in Nazareth.16 Form-critics identify the form of the dreams of 

                                                      
14 The ὄνειρος always appeared in the form of a known figure—in all Greco-Roman 

dreams, the ὄνειρος always appear in the form (εἴδωλον) of a person well known to the 
dreamer or a person with a good social standing. 

15 Hans von Campenhausen, The Virgin Birth in the Theology of the Ancient Church, 
trans. from the German version Die fungfrauengeburt in der Theologie der alten Kirche by 
Frank Clarke, Studies in Historical Theology, vol. 22 (London: SCM, 1964), 19. I will include 
a brief critical survey from Justin Martyr (ca. AD 100–165) until the Reformation in chapter 5. 

16 Bruno Bauer, Christ and the Caesars: The Origin of Christianity from Romanized 
Greek Culture, trans. Frank K. Schacht ([Alexander Davidonis, 1877]; Charleston, SC: 1998), 
230; Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. John Marsh (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1963); Martin Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, trans. Bertram Lee 
Woolf from 2nd revised edition (New York: Scribner’s, 1935); Otto Pfleiderer, Primitive 
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Matt 1:18–2:23 with passages in the Old Testament. Soares Prabhu, who 
makes a detailed form-critical analysis of these dreams, suggests that these 
dream reports reveal “command-execution” form of the Hebrew Bible; 
Robert Gnuse thinks that the dreams of Matthew reflect the Elohist dream 
reports of Genesis. 17 Literary-critical scholars discover typology,18 Jewish-
folklore,19 Passover Haggada,20 and Midrash21 in the dream passages. In 
addition to viewing Matt 1:18–2:23 from a Jewish background, several 
scholars attempt to study the birth narrative from a Roman literary 
perspective.22 One of the reasons for the myriad of interpretations for Matt 
1:18–2:23 is probably that the scholars do not identify the genre of Matt 
1:18–2:23 correctly. This presents a need to study this passage in a new light.  

Thesis of the Study 

Matthew employs dreams in chapters 1:18–2:23 as a literary device to 
answer questions surrounding the birth of Jesus (1:18–25) and to present 

                                                                                                                             
Christianity: Its Writings and Teachings in Their Historical Connections, trans. W. 
Montgomery, vol. 2, Theological Translation Library, vol. 26 (New York: Putnam’s, 1909); 
David Friedrich Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, trans. George Eliot, edited and 
with an Introduction by Peter C. Hodgson. Lives of Jesus Series, ed. Leander E. Keck 
([Stuttgart: 1840]; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972). 

17 Gnuse, “Dream Genre in the Matthean Infancy Narratives,” 97–120; George M. Soares 
Prabhu, The Formula Quotations in the Infancy Narrative of Matthew: An Enquiry into the 
Tradition History of Mt 1–2, AnBib, vol. 63 (Rome: Pontificio Instituto Biblico, 1976). 

18 Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy 
Narratives in Matthew and Luke (New York: Image, 1979); John Dominic Crossan, “From 
Moses to Jesus: Parallel Themes,” BRev 2 (1986): 18–27. 

19 Paul Winter, “Jewish Folklore in the Matthaean Birth Story,” HibJ 53 (1954): 34–42. 

20 Myles M. Bourke, “The Literary Genus of Matthew 1–2,” CBQ 22 (1960): 160–75; 
David Daube, “The Earliest Structure of the Gospels,” NTS 5 (1959): 174–87. 

21 Dale C. Allison Jr., The New Moses: A Matthean Typology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1993). 

22 Derek S. Dodson, “Reading Dreams: An Audience-Critical Approach to the Dreams in 
the Gospel of Matthew” (Ph.D. diss., Baylor University, 2006); Jerome H. Neyrey, Honor and 
Shame in the Gospel of Matthew (Louisville: Knox, 1998). 


