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Many critics of the Bible point out an alleged error in the book of Matthew. 

 

Matthew wrote, “And they took counsel, and bought with them the potter's field, to 

bury strangers in.  
“Wherefore that field was called, The field of blood, unto this day.  

“Then was fulfilled that which was spoken by Jeremy the prophet, saying, And 

they took the thirty pieces of silver, the price of him that was valued, whom they of 
the children of Israel did value;  

“And gave them for the potter's field, as the Lord appointed me.”  (Matthew 27:7-

10)  

 
Critics raise the red flag and say, “No, this is from the book of Zechariah, that says, 

“And I said unto them, If ye think good, give me my price; and if not, forbear. So 

they weighed for my price thirty pieces of silver.  
“And the LORD said unto me, Cast it unto the potter: a goodly price that I was 

prised at of them. And I took the thirty pieces of silver, and cast them to the potter 

in the house of the LORD.” (Zech 11:12, 13). Did Matthew make a mistake? Or is 

the problem with the critics? 
 

Solutions? 

 
Several solutions have been put forth to explain this alleged mistake. But these 

solutions cause more problems, much more grave than the one which they attempt 

to remove. 

 
Some of these are: 

 

1. That "Matthew quoted from memory" (Augustine and others).  
2. That the passage was originally in Jeremiah, but the Jews cut it out 

(Eusebius and others); though no evidence for this is produced.  

3. That it was contained in another writing by Jeremiah, which is now lost 

(Origen and others).  
4. That Jeremiah is put for the whole body of the prophets (Bishop 

Lightfoot and others), though no such words can be found in the other 

prophets.  
5. That it was "a slip of the pen" on the part of Matthew (Dean Alford).  

6. That the mistake was allowed by the Holy Spirit on purpose that we may 

not trouble ourselves as to who the writers were, but receive all prophecy 

as direct from God, Who spake by them (Bishop Wordsworth).  
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7. That some annotator wrote "Jeremiah" in the margin and it "crept" into 
the text (Smith's  Bible Dictionary ).  

8. Another explanation is that Jeremiah, in the Jewish arrangement of the 

prophets, stood first, and that his name was given to the whole book of 
prophecy. 

9. The last chapters of Zechariah were really the composition of Jeremiah. 

10. That the spirit of Jeremiah was in Zechariah; and it is very plain, that the 

latter prophets have many things from the former; and so might 
Zechariah have this originally from Jeremy, which now stands in his 

prophecy:  

11. the removing of this difficulty, it might be observed, that the Syriac and 
Persic versions make no mention of any prophet's name, only read, 

"which was spoken by the prophet"; and so may as well be ascribed to 

Zechariah, as to Jeremy, and better: but it must be owned, that Jeremy is 
in all the Greek copies, in the Vulgate Latin, Arabic, and Ethiopic 

versions, and in Munster's Hebrew Gospel.  

These are some of many of the explanations put forth by Christian authors to 
explain this alleged error; but these as mentioned, create more difficulties than 

solutions. However this is not a mistake at all. 

 
Matthew the Jewish Tax Collector 

 

Most scholars say that Matthew’s Gospel was originally written in Aramaic. Here 

is a list of just a few ancient sources: 
 

Around 180 Irenaeus of Lyons wrote that, “Matthew also issued a written Gospel 

among the Hebrews in their own dialect... (Against Heresies 3:1:1) 
 

Fifty years earlier Papias, bishop of Hieropolis in Asia Minor, wrote, “Matthew 

compiled the sayings [of the Lord] in the Aramaic language, and everyone 

translated them as well as he could” (Explanation of the Sayings of the Lord [cited 
by Eusebius in History of the Church 3:39]). 

 

Sometime after 244 the Scripture scholar Origen wrote, “Among the four Gospels, 
which are the only indisputable ones in the Church of God under heaven, I have 

learned by tradition that the first was written by Matthew, who was once a 

publican, but afterwards an apostle of Jesus Christ, and it was prepared for the 
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converts from Judaism and published in the Hebrew language” (Commentaries on 
Matthew [cited by Eusebius in History of the Church 6:25]). 

 

Eusebius himself declared that “Matthew had begun by preaching to the Hebrews, 

and when he made up his mind to go to others too, he committed his own Gospel to 
writing in his native tongue [Aramaic], so that for those with whom he was no 

longer present the gap left by his departure was filled by what he wrote” (History 

of the Church 3:24 [inter 300-325]). (all emphasis mine). 
 

Matthew wrote the Gospel in Aramaic originally, and was a tax collector; which 

does not just mean one who collects taxes. Theide states, “But who was St. 

Matthew? The oldest available tradition identifies him as Levi-Matthew, called 
upon by Jesus while he was sitting at his customs post near Capernaum (St. 

Matthew 9:9; St. Mark 2:14; St. Luke 5:27-28). He was much more than a mere 

‘tax collector,’ He was a telones, which in Greek could be used to refer to an 
official who was in charge of a customs station. In his case, he was in charge of a 

major border crossing…Recent research has been able to establish that Levi-

Matthew was an influential customs official, perhaps even the leaseholder or tenant 

of the station, in accordance with the bureaucratic practice of the time…Matthew 
himself would have been, underlines the status and wealth of Levi-Matthew in a 

cameo describing the scene after his calling (5:29): ‘Then Levi held a great 

banquet for Jesus at his house’ (New International Version), or, in the refined, 
stately terminology preferred by the Revised English Bible: ‘Levi held a big 

reception in his house for Jesus.’ Such a man had to have both professional 

qualifications and financial resources. It goes without saying that he was fluent in 

Aramaic and Greek, and some scholars have suggested that shorthand writing was 
another of his skills…[one] British New Testament scholars whose research 

remained refreshingly untrammeled by trends and theological correctness, the late 

C. F. D. Moule of Cambridge University. The disciple Matthew may well have 

painted a kind of self portrait by quoting a particular saying of Jesus in 

chapter 13:51-52 of his Gospel (‘Well then, every scribe who becomes a disciple 

of the kingdom of Heaven is like a householder who brings out from his storeroom 

new things as well as old’). Moult suggests that this ‘scribe’ was not a ‘teacher of 
the law,’ as many translations have it, not a rabbinical scribe in other words. 

Instead, the Greek word grammateus here suggests the well trained writer. For, as 

Moule comments: ‘The writer of the gospel was himself a well-educated, literate 

scribe in this sense. But so must also have been that tax-collector who was 

called by Jesus to be a disciple. Is it not conceivable that the Lord really did say 

to that tax-collector Matthew: You have been a ‘writer’… you have had plenty to 

do with the commercial side of just the topics alluded to in the parables- farmers 
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stock, fields, treasure troves, fishing revenues, now that you have become a 
disciple, you can bring all this out again-but with a difference”’ (Eyewitness to 

Jesus, pp.16-18, emphasis added).  

 

Theide continues, “Shorthand writings was a virtually compulsory skill for a 
trained scribe…Jewish and Christian Greek shorthand writing, in other words, was 

a normal, everyday element of the social world in which the New Testament came 

into being…Among the disciples of Jesus, Levi-Matthew, the former customs 
official at one of the most important land-and-sea borders in Galilee, would have 

had a working knowledge of tachygraphy…” (ibid, p.136, emphasis added). 

 

Matthew was a “scribe.” As Theide points out, the context was a scribe that was 
“instructed unto the kingdom of heaven.” He was a scribe, a teacher of the law like 

the Rabbis of that day using his skills for just that purpose. The word “scribe” does 

mean, “…in the Bible, a man learned in the Mosaic law and in the sacred writings, 
an interpreter, teacher. Scribes examined the more difficult and subtle questions of 

the law; added to the Mosaic law decisions of various kinds thought to elucidate its 

meaning and scope, and did this to the detriment of religion. Since the advice of 

men skilled in the law was needed in the examination in the causes and the solution 
of the difficult questions, they were enrolled in the Sanhedrin; and are mentioned 

in connection with the priests and elders of the people. See a Bible Dictionary for 

more information on the scribes.” (Thayer’s under “scribe” emphasis added). 
 

Knowing this background of Matthew and his skills as a “scribe,” what conclusion 

can we come to about Matthew 27:7-10? 

 
Matthew wrote a Targum 

 

What is a Targum? Due to Matthew’s background and skills as a scribe, he wrote 

what was called a “Targum.” “Targums are Jewish Aramaic translations of books 
of the Hebrew Bible. The targumic genre combines literal renderings of the 

biblical text with additional material, ranging in size from a word to several 

paragraphs. The additions provide important insights into ancient Jewish 

biblical interpretation. Targums exist for all the books of the Hebrew Bible 
except Daniel and Ezra-Nehemiah, which were partly written in Aramaic. Most 

Targums were composed between the 1st and 7th centuries CE, the Rabbinic 

period. Aramaic translations called Targums appear at Qumran, but they lack the 
typical style of the later Targums. The Samaritans also composed Targums. Under 

the Greek and Roman Empires, most east Mediterranean Jews adopted the Greek 

language, but Aramaic became the lingua franca of Jews in Palestine and 
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Babylonia. Targums enabled Jews to understand the Hebrew Bible in their study 
and worship, where weekly Hebrew Bible readings were accompanied by Aramaic 

translation, probably provided by the written Targums we now possess.” (Targum 

Martin McNamara, Paul V.M. Flesher, emphasis added). A Targum is basically a 

translation and also an interpretation of a text in the Bible, using words 
paragraphs from different books of the bible to explain and interpret texts which 

Thayer’s above says scribes do!  Matthew had the skill to do just that, and this is 

what we find in Matthew 27:7-10.  
 

Edershiem confirms, “But from henceforth the old name of ‘potter’s field,’ became 

popularly changed into that of ‘field of blood’ (Haqal Dema). And yet it was the 

act of Israel through its leaders: ‘they took the thirty pieces of silver - the price of 
him that was valued, whom they of the children of Israel did value, and gave them 

for the potter’s field!’ It was all theirs, though they would have fain made it all 

Judas’: the valuing, the selling, and the purchasing. And ‘the potter’s field’ - the 
very spot on which Jeremiah had been Divinely directed to prophesy against 

Jerusalem and against Israel[Jeremiah 19]: how was it now all fulfilled in the 

light of the completed sin and apostasy of the people, as prophetically described by 

Zechariah! This Tophet of Jeremiah, now that they had valued and sold at thirty 
shekel Israel’s Messiah-Shepherd - truly a Tophet, and become a field of blood! 

Surely, not an accidental coincidence this, that it should be the place of Jeremy’s 

announcement of judgment: not accidental, but veritably a fulfilment of his 
prophecy! And so St. Matthew, targuming this prophecy in form as in its spirit, and 

in true Jewish manner stringing to it the prophectic description furnished by 

Zechariah, sets the event before us as the fulfilment of Jeremy’s prophecy” (Life 

and Times of Jesus the Messiah, pp.1389-90, emphasis added).  Matthew has taken 
the prophecy of Jeremiah 19, and stringing it with, or adding to it Zechariah’s 

prophecy of the 30 pieces of silver providing more detail as to why these 

judgments were coming upon Jerusalem.  

 
The Pulpit Commentary states the same thing, “St. Matthew has made a cento 

[meaning “a piece of writing, especially a poem, composed wholly of quotations 

from the works of other authors” (Dictionary.com)] of passages derived from Jer 
18:2, etc.; Jer 19:1, Jer 19:2; Jer 32:8-14, combined with the prediction in 

Zechariah, and attributed the passage thus formed to the most celebrated prophet. 

Plainly the evangelist has not confined himself to the actual words of his author 

or authors, but has written a Targum thereon, being divinely guided to see in the 
present transaction a fulfilment of an obscure announcement and prefiguration in 

olden days” (emphasis added) . Matthew strung together a series of prophecies 

especially from Jeremiah the 19
th
 chapter, and also used Zechariah’s prophecy as 
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well, to interpret [Targum], explain, and show the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s 
prophecy. There is no error in the Gospels when it comes to this text. Matthew was 

a scribe and Targum’s during that time of the writing of the Gospel was common in 

religious circles, and Matthew made one of his own linking Jeremiah with 

Zechariah to interpret and explain the prophecy; and it’s called Jeremiah’s 
prophecy because it explains and interprets what Jeremiah was saying! 

 


