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Sermon on the Mount

Introduction

The Sermon on the.Mount begins with some of the best

known and least understood verses in the New Testament, the

Beatitudes, so called from the Vulgate's beati, "blessed." In com

ing to terms with them, as with the whole sermon, one must

keep in mind the church to which they were first addressed. The

evangelist we call Matthew was writing to address the needs of a

growing church, and the material we call the Sermon on the

Mount is a collection of Jesus' teachings. Its Hellenistic literary

genre is the epitome, a condensation from a larger body of mate

rial made by an editor for a specific purpose. It is unusually brief

and precise in style, and that style is poetic and proverbial. The

Sermon on the Mount presents, in brief, the teaching of Jesus in

a systematic fashion. As Hans Dieter Betz has written, "the text

. . . sums up the uncompromising ethics of the historical

Jesus."1

This "summary sermon" is carefully organized according to a

pattern that would have been easily recognized by Jewish Chris

tians in the second half of the first century. A Rabbinic proverb

1 Hans Dieter Betz, "Sermon on the Mount" in David Noel Freedman et

al., eds., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 5:1106.
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stated, "By three things is the world sustained: by the Law, by

the Temple service, and by deeds of loving kindness." Something

like this seems to have provided Matthew with a structural prin

ciple for Jesus' first discourse (in a gospel that contains five dis

courses or sermons). After Matthew introduces the setting

(5:1-2), Jesus pronounces eschatological blessings (5:3-12) on

his disciples (5:13-17), and discusses Law (5:17-48), worship or

piety (6:1-17), and various kinds of benevolent activity

(6:19-7:23). The whole sermon is introduced by two decep

tively simply verses.

In 5:1-2 we are told that there were crowds. The implication

is that people are already following Jesus. What follows is a

teaching for all to hear, a general summary, and admonition. It

takes place on a mountain, with all those heavy religious associa

tions. In Ancient Near Eastern cosmology the gods were "up." In

Hebrew Scripture, Moses receives the Law on a mountain; God

comes to Elijah on a mountain. Matthew is subtly making the

connection between the Rabbi Jesus, who assumed the authorita

tive position and sat to teach, and great figures from Israel's past.

Then Matthew says "the disciples came to him." Are the disciples

different from the crowd? Were they especially called out from it

to hear this teaching? Scholars answer the questions in various

ways. The point is that Jesus "began to teach"; the verb form in

Greek implies that he will continue to do so: this is a beginning.

The Beatitudes that follow served Matthew's community as

words of encouragement in their suffering. Matthew's gospel, like

Mark's, suggests that to follow Jesus inevitably leads to suffering.

Scholars think that Matthew's community is probably in the

process of defining itself over and against its roots in the synagogue

from which it has been excluded or has departed. The Jewish

Christians in Matthew's community are suffering the dislocation

of separation from their former religious community that occurred

after the Council of Jamnia about 80 to 85 C.E.

The Beatitudes occur in the context of and introduce the subject

of Christian, as contrasted with Pharisaic, righteousness (5:1-6:18).

Augustine noted that they are "with regard to good morals, the per-
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feet standard of the Christian life."2 Many scholars regard them as

the fundamental laws of the kingdom of God, the theme of which is

the righteousness the King requires. While the followers of Jesus

will inherit the kingdom, they will also experience earthly distresses

like sorrow, hunger, mourning, persecution, and yearning. In the

Beatitudes we see both the character and the privileges of the sub

jects of God's kingdom. Indeed, the Beatitudes are the "marching

orders" for that kingdom.

Literary Form

If the Beatitudes are not the actual words of Jesus, they cer

tainly represent his teaching accurately. Both Matthew (5:3-12)

and Luke (6:20-23) record a version of them. Source criticism of

the New Testament suggests that they come from the Synoptic

gospel source we call "Q" (a sayings collection common to

Matthew and Luke) and from "M," Matthew's own, special ma

terial. Matthew has placed them at the beginning of the first of

five discourses Jesus delivers in his gospel. Thus they set the tone

for everything that follows.

Beatitudes are expressions of praise or congratulation and

thus belong to the literary genre known as ascription. A beati

tude or macarism begins with the Greek adjective makarios and

is followed by a pronoun that introduces the clause explaining

the quality or conduct that prompted the blessedness (the hoti

clauses in the Greek). Usually they are formulated in the third

person singular, but that is not universal. In ancient literature

there existed both religious macarisms (like Ps 1:1) and secular

macarisms that praised people for wealth, strength, wisdom,

etc.3 Beatitudes may bless humans because of their present

circumstances, but also for what lies in store for them in the

2 Augustine of Hippo, Commentary on the Lord's Sermon on the Mount,

ed. Denis J. Kavanagh (New York: Fathers of the Church, Inc., 1951) 19.

(Hereafter cited as Kavanagh.)

3 Hans Dieter Betz, "The Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount" in

idem, Essays on the Sermon on the Mount (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985) 25.






























