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Program Summary 

The Beatitudes. The Golden Rule. The Lord’s Prayer. 

These are just a few of the central tenets contained within the Sermon on 

the Mount. Undoubtedly, the Sermon is one of the most powerful parts of the 

New Testament. Most of us, however, only know the Sermon on the Mount in 

segments, like the famous sections mentioned above. Now, in this 12-lecture 

audio or video course, you will hear the Sermon as a powerful and profound 

whole. 

Your presenter, Fr. Dennis Hamm, S.J., draws from his new book, Building 

Our House on Rock: The Sermon on the Mount as Jesus’ Vision for Our Lives, 

as Told by Matthew and Luke (Word Among Us Press, 2011), to guide you 

through the Gospel. You will look at the Sermon on the Mount as carefully 

packaged and presented by Matthew, as illuminated by other passages in his 

Gospel, and by the culture of first-century Palestine. 

You will also explore Luke’s smaller version, called “the Sermon on the 

Plain,” paying particular attention to Luke’s context. Luke presents many of the 

sayings that appear in Matthew’s Sermon, and Fr. Hamm helps you appreciate 

the way Luke gives these familiar sayings a fresh setting, sometimes joined with 

parables that appear only in his Gospel. These lectures further illuminate Jesus’ 

words against the background of the Old Testament, thus bringing you closer to 

what these sayings meant to their original audiences. Fr. Hamm works from the 

Greek text, and he explains some of the translation challenges, but he explains it 

all in straightforward American English. 

This approach helps us answer such questions as: To whom are these 

challenges addressed? And how are we to take this teaching two millennia later? 

As an impossible dream meant to humble us? As a portrait of how the Church is 

really meant to be? How seriously are we to take Jesus’ challenge to respond to 

hostility nonviolently and to love our enemies, to be perfect as our heavenly 

Father? 

You will discover answers to these questions and many more. Discover the 

enduring power of the Sermon on the Mount today.  
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About Your Presenter 

 

Fr. Dennis Hamm is Professor of Theology and the Amelia B. and Emil G. 

Graff Endowed Faculty Chair in Catholic Theology at Creighton University, 

where he has taught Scripture since 1975. He received a Ph.D. in Biblical 

Languages and Literature from St. Louis University, and he holds advanced 

degrees in English and in Philosophy and Letters. Fr. Hamm has been a Fellow 

at the Yale School of Divinity, a researcher at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in 

Rome, and a scholar-in-residence at the Tantur Ecumenical Institute in 

Jerusalem. 

A priest of the Society of Jesus since 1970, Fr. Hamm is a member of the 

Catholic Biblical Association, the Society of Biblical Literature, the College 

Theology Society, and Pax Christi. His articles have appeared in many 

prominent publications, and from 1996 to 1999, he wrote the weekly “Word” 

column for America. His most recent book is Building Our House on Rock: The 

Sermon on the Mount as Jesus’ Vision for Our Lives, as Told by Matthew and 

Luke, published by the Word Among Us Press (2011). 
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Topic 1: Preliminaries: Why Listen to Matthew and Luke? 

I. Studying Gospels Today: A New Appreciation 

A. As we begin this series on the Sermon on the Mount, you may wonder: What can a scripture 

scholar possibly say something that it is new about something that has been around for two 

millennia? What I hope to offer is a new appreciation of some things about these sayings of Jesus 

that must have been perfectly obvious to Jesus’ original audiences, and also to the first readers of 

the Gospels of Matthew and Luke—things that have become obscure over the centuries, for a 

number of reasons. 

1. First, we have mainly encountered this speech in segments, as they turn up in liturgical 

readings. Upside: the sayings hold up well apart from their larger context; there is plenty to 

contemplate in the Golden Rule or in a single beatitude. Downside: we miss how the speech 

hangs together, and also how each statement is illuminated by the rest of the full gospel 

narrative. 

2. Second, living twenty centuries later in another part of the world and in a significantly 

different culture, we lack a sense of the cultural context in which these sayings were first 

uttered.  

B. The industrious scholarship of thousands of professional scholars has done much, just in the past 

couple of generations, to help us recover both the meaning of the narrative context of Jesus’ 

teaching in each gospel, and to help us recover a sense of how these sayings were first heard in 

the original context, the Near Eastern Mediterranean culture of the first century. 

1. We have two versions of Jesus’ speech known as the Sermon on the Mount: 

a. Matthew’s, in chapters 5-7, framed by the Beatitudes at the beginning and the 

comparisons about building on sand and building on rock at the end 

b. Luke’s Sermon the Plain (Luke 6:20-49), built the same way but much shorter, and many 

of the sayings that appear in Matthew’s Sermon turn up in other places in Luke, often 

linked to some special parables that only Luke has 

2. Why pay attention to Luke’s version when we have the same sayings in Matthew? Isn’t it 

Jesus we want to hear, rather than the gospel writers? 

3. The modern “New Quest for the Historical Jesus” has given us a new appreciation for the 

Evangelists (the gospel writers) as interpreters of Jesus. 

a. What is this “Quest”? Looking for Jesus with the tools of history, with three valuable 

results: 

i. We’ve learned much about the historical context of Jesus and the early church. 

ii. We have rediscovered the “Jewishness” of Jesus. 
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iii. We have clarified the nature of the gospels: they are not historical archives. They 

don’t give us “the historical Jesus”—i.e. the Jesus behind the gospels. They present a 

faith understanding of historic realities and the risen Lord of the Christian 

community. 

4. We have a new appreciation of the Evangelists as authors. They put together the story of 

Jesus from the point of view of Easter, and with the purpose of recalling and presenting those 

deeds and actions that will help Christian disciples follow the way of Jesus. 

5. The differences between the gospels are not random “discrepancies” such as you might get 

from witnesses to an auto accident; they are deliberate changes whose purpose is to make a 

point or emphasize an important theme. 

C. The two versions of the famous Sermon on the Mount (or Plain) are not two “tapes” of two 

sermons given on two occasions. They are two versions that Matthew and Luke each built up 

from a common written collection of Jesus’ sayings called “Q” (from the German word for 

‘source’—Quelle). We hear Jesus better when we attend to each Evangelist’s “voice.”  

II. How Matthew and Luke Introduce the Speaker of the Sermon and His Audience 

A. Matthew’s Introduction 

1. Who is talking?  

a. Jesus, the Christ (Messiah), the son of David 

b. Son of Abraham (the one through whom “all the nations” will find a blessing—Gen 12:1-

3) 

2. When is it? 

a. It is the climax of Israel’s history (outlined by the genealogy). 

b. It is the advent of “the kingdom of the heavens” (Matthew’s phrase for “the Kingdom of 

God”—Jesus’ main subject), the Reign of God, already inaugurated in Jesus’ lifetime. 

The end-times have begun. 

c. The quotation of Isaiah 8:23-9:1 at Matt. 4:12-17 (“light to those dwelling in darkness”) 

forecasts the eventual mission to the Gentiles that was part of the Jewish end-time 

expectations. Jesus will send his followers to be light for the world. 

3. Where is “the mountain”? This is the second of seven references to “the mountain” in 

Matthew; see also 4:8 (mountain of testing); 14:22 (prayer); 15:26 (healing); 17:1 

(transfiguration); 24:3 (of Olives); 28:16 (great commission). More than a geographical 

location, Matthew probably wants his audience to make associations with either (or both!) of 

the two most important mountains of the Jewish tradition: 

a. Sinai (the mount of the covenant)  
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b. Zion (the temple mount as the venue of the end-time restoration of Israel and the 

gathering of the nations) 

4. To whom is Jesus speaking? 

a. The geographical references (the four quarters of David’s Israel: Galilee, the Decapolis, 

Jerusalem and Judea, and beyond the Jordan, 4:25) and the location (“the mountain”) 

evoke the prophecies about the end-time ingathering of the twelve tribes of Israel. 

Decapolis (Gentile territory, suggesting the post-Easter mission) 

b. They are a healed group of followers (see 4:20 [Simon and Andrew], 4:22 [James and 

John], 4:25 [great crowds], and 8:1 [great crowds])—akoloutheō (“I follow”), a special 

verb in Matthew referring to discipleship. 

c. That Jesus addresses not only the inner disciples but the crowds is affirmed by Matthew 

at the end: “When Jesus finished these words, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, 

for he taught them as one having authority and not as their scribes” (7:28-29). 

B. Luke’s Introduction 

1. Luke introduces Jesus even more elaborately than Matthew, with six and a half chapters 

preceding his Sermon on the Plain. That includes: 

a. Gabriel announcing Jesus as “the Son of the Most High,” heir of “the throne of David,” 

and ruler “over the house of Jacob” (1:32-33) 

b. Mary’s singing of her motherhood of Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s promise to 

Abraham (1:46-55) 

c. The angel of the Lord to the shepherds, announcing Jesus using titles with both Jewish 

and Roman meaning: “Messiah,” “Lord,” “savior,” “peace” (2:10-14) 

d. Zechariah singing his song about the coming visitation of divine daybreak, 

e. Old Simeon proclaiming him as “the glory of his people Israel” and “a light to the 

nations” (2:31)  

f. A genealogy going back not only to David and Abraham but even to Adam, showing full 

solidarity with the whole human race (3:23-38) 

g. The hometown debut in the Nazareth synagogue, identifying himself with a reading from 

Isaiah 61, a healing and liberating prophet with good news for the poor (4:16-30) 

h. The calling of the inner Twelve after a night of prayer on “the mountain” (6:12-16) 

2. Luke pictures an equally comprehensive gathering for the speech, from a wide geographical 

range (Judea, Jerusalem, coastal regions of Tyre and Sidon), in three “circles”—a large 

crowd of “the people,” a “great group of disciples,” and within them, the inner group of “the 

twelve.” 
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3. Jesus comes down from the mountain with the twelve to speak to the gathering of “the 

people” and great group of disciples. That movement evokes Moses addressing the people at 

the foot of Sinai (Horeb). So Matthew and Luke both have an interest in comparing Jesus to 

Moses (Matthew as law giver, Luke as prophet like Moses). 

C. Already, our study of the settings of the Sermon in both Matthew and Luke suggests a profound 

practical application for us who would be disciples of Jesus today: The Sermon on the Mount is 

addressed not to the whole world but to people already drawn to Jesus and following him; yet it 

is not instruction for an elite subgroup within the disciples. It teaches basic Christianity. It is 

meant for anyone who would be a disciple of Christ. But notice: It is not directed to isolated 

individuals. It is directed to a community of people who have already known Jesus the healer. 

Next, we’ll begin to listen afresh to the Sermon itself. 

III. What We Are Doing in This Study of the Sermon on the Mount and on the Plain 

A. Remember how fascinating it was when that Japanese team of art restorers worked to uncover 

the original colors of Michelangelo’s frescos in the Sistine Chapel? How those surprisingly vivid 

colors emerged from under those centuries of smoke and grime? That is what biblical scholarship 

tries to do—to bring out the original colors so we can have a better chance of responding to that 

revelation in the life and mission of the Church today. So, when it comes to the ancient 

masterpiece that is the Sermon on the Mount (and on the Plain), we’ll work to restore the color 

and hear more clearly the words by paying attention to two main frameworks or contexts: 

1. The context of two original audiences: 

a. The original Jewish hearers of Jesus’ teaching in their historical and cultural setting 

b. The original post-Easter Christian audiences (Jews and Gentiles) for whom Matthew and 

Luke wrote 

2. The context of the gospel narrative in which we find the words, which will be our best help 

to get at that second context, that of the Evangelists 

B. You may find it helpful to follow along in a copy of the outlines that I have written for these 

presentations.  

C. If you want more, see the book from which I have designed these talks, my Building Our House 

on Rock, published by the Word Among Us Press in 2011. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What are some reasons for comparing the similarities and differences between gospels? 

2. What are some positive results in the contemporary “quest for the historical Jesus”? 

3. What are some of the things that Matthew and Luke have already taught us about Jesus even before we 

hear him preach the famous Sermon on the Mount/Plain? 

4. What was significant about the mountain or foot-of-the-mount setting for Matthew’s and Mark’s first 

listeners? And for us? 
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Topic 2: Four on the Plain: The Beatitudes (and Woes) 

According to Luke (6:20-26) 

I. Introduction 

A. We begin our study of the Sermon with the Beatitudes for the obvious reason that they come 

first. We will first take them as a unit (Matthew 5:3-12 and Luke 6:20-26, including Luke’s 

“woes”) because they are a distinct format of human communication. And we’ll take Luke’s 

Beatitudes first because his four seem to be the earliest version of the bundle. You will see that 

Jesus has a distinct way of using this Old Testament format. And you will also see that each 

evangelist has his distinctive way of presenting Jesus’ Beatitudes. First, a quick look at the Old 

Testament. 

II. What’s a Macarism? A Look at the Old Testament Prototypes 

A. Macarism (from makarios, Greek for “blessed”) is a technical term for a beatitude, a 

communication format used in the Hebrew scriptures, especially in Sirach, Wisdom, and Psalms, 

typically with two elements, sometimes with three: 

1. An adjective—‘ashre in Hebrew, makarios/makarioi in Greek, meaning “blessed” or 

“fortunate” 

2. A subject, whose behavior or whose happy state is describe in a clause 

3. A description that elaborates either the blessed state or the piety that led to this happy 

consequence 

B. The happy state is never simply a psychological note; it is a happy situation deriving from the 

person’s relationship with God. Psalm 1 provides an apt example: “Happy those who do not 

follow the counsel of the wicked. . . . They are like a tree planted near streams of water that 

yields its fruit in season.” 

C. Beatitudes come in two kinds: 

1. Wisdom beatitudes, which focus on attitudes and behaviors that benefit a person in life here 

and now 

2. Apocalyptic beatitudes, which focus on attitudes and behaviors in the light of their 

consequences in God’s future intervention in history (or after death) 

a. Example: Daniel 12:12-13: “Blessed is the man who has patience and perseveres until the 

one thousand three hundred and thirty-five days. Go, take your rest, you shall rise for 

your reward at the end of days.” 

D. So, a beatitude is a kind of congratulation, spoken to affirm, encourage, and hold up as an 

example those qualities that either show that such a person is already blessed by God or assure 

future blessedness with God. You might say that most ads are secular beatitudes. 
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III. Comparing Matthew’s and Luke’s Versions 

Matthew 5:3-12     Luke 6:20b-26 
3
Blessed: the poor in spirit,    

20b
Blessed: the poor 

for theirs is the kingdom    for yours is the kingdom of God. 

of heaven.     
4
Blessed: they who mourn,  

for they will be comforted. 
5
Blessed: the meek, 

for they will inherit the land. 
6
Blessed: they who hunger    

21a
Blessed: they who hunger now 

and thirst for righteousness,  

for they will be satisfied.    for you will be satisfied. 

       
21b

Blessed: they who weep now 

       for you will laugh. 

7
Blessed: the merciful, 

for they will be shown mercy. 
8
Blessed: the clean of heart, 

for they will see God. 
9
Blessed: the peacemakers, 

for they will be called sons of God. 
10

Blessed: they who are persecuted 

for the sake of righteousness, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
11

Blessed are you when they insult you  
22

Blessed are you when people hate 

and persecute you and utter every kind  you, and when they exclude and 

of evil against you [falsely]    and denounce your name as evil 

because of me.      on account of the Son of Man. 
12

Rejoice and be glad,     
23

Rejoice and leap for joy on that day. 

for your reward [will be] great in heaven,  Behold, your reward [will be] 

thus they persecuted     great in heaven. For so 

the prophets who were before you.   their fathers did to the prophets.   
              
       

24
But woe to you who are rich, 

       for you have received your consolation 

       
25a

Woe to you who are filled now, 

       for you will be hungry. 

       
25b

Woe to you who laugh now, 

       for you will grieve and weep.  

       
26

Woe to you when all speak well   

       of you, for so their fathers did to   

       the false prophets. 
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A. In both sets of beatitudes, including Luke’s “woes,” you and yours are the plural form of the 

second person pronoun. Thus, from the beginning, it is clear that Jesus addresses his teaching to 

a group. This grammatical cue is simply lost in English translation. 

B. A comparison of these two sets of beatitudes yields three insights: 

1. First, Matthew and Luke have four beatitudes in common  

a. One for the poor (who already possess the kingdom) 

b. Another for the hungry (who will be satisfied) 

c. A third for the grieving or weeping (whose lot will be reversed) 

d. A fourth on being rejected for Jesus’ sake (your reward will be great in heaven) 

2. Second, Matthew and Luke each incorporate those common beatitudes in their own phrasing 

and within a carefully crafted and distinct design. 

a. In Matthew’s eight-plus-one, the eighth echoes the first with “for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven,” and the fourth and the eighth focus on righteousness (to be hungered for and 

suffered for). 

b. Luke has a different structure: first come the four beatitudes he has in common with 

Matthew (poor, hungry, weeping and rejected), then come four contrasting “woes” 

addressed to the rich, full, laughing, and well-thought-of. 

3. In each case, the design elements and word choices cohere with the larger themes and the 

structure of their respective gospels. 

a. Matthew’s beatitudes show his special interest in “righteousness”—which he introduces 

seven times in his gospel, and his preference for “kingdom of heaven” over “kingdom of 

God” shows up here. 

b. Luke’s insertion of four woes addressed the rich, full, laughing, and well-thought-of, 

contrasting with the beatitudes addressed to the poor, hungry, weeping, and rejected 

reflects similar contrasts that are characteristic of his gospel. Think of: 

i. The Magnificat (the hungry are filled, the rich sent away empty) 

ii. The contrasting lives and afterlives of the rich man and Lazarus in the parable  

iii. The two convicts executed on either side of him 

c. Some scholars contrast Luke’s “poor” with Matthew’s “poor in spirit” and Luke’s 

“hungry” with Matthew “those who hunger and thirst for righteousness’ sake” and 

interpret these contrasts as a matter of Matthew “watering down” Luke’s apparently more 

literal, earthy expression, but that doesn’t really prove to be true, as I hope to show you. 
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IV. Luke’s First Three: Poor, Hungry, and Weeping, versus Rich, Full, and Laughing 

A. The poor (ho ptōchos, hoi ptōchoi) in Luke 

1. In the Gospel of Luke, only two individuals are called “poor”—the widow (21:3) and 

Lazarus the beggar in the parable of Dives and Lazarus (16:22). 

2. Luke has seven references to “the poor” as a category of people. 

3. Key to Luke’s meaning: the references to Isaiah 61:1 LXX (“to preach good news to the 

poor”) at Luke 4:18 (preaching in Nazareth synagogue) and 7:22 (in Jesus’ answer to John 

the Baptist’s disciples). In Isaiah’s context, “the poor” are the faithful in post-exile Judah 

who, even after the return, still yearn for the definitive saving intervention of God. The poor 

are the people as a whole in need of salvation by their God. [See my book for more on this.] 

4. Even a financially rich person can have the right attitude, as shown in Zacchaeus’ child-like 

readiness to receive Jesus (Luke 19). 

B. The rich (full and laughing) in Luke 

1. As in the case of “poor,” the meaning of “rich” in Luke has more to do with attitude than 

affluence (because it is the typical attitude of the affluent?). There is also Old Testament 

precedent for this; see Psalm 34. 

2. Luke has a special interest in the rich.  

a. The rich as a group are mentioned at 1:53 (those “sent away empty” in the Magnificat), 

6:24 (the rich addressed in Luke’s first Woe), 14:12 (wealthy neighbors, as people not to 

invite to your dinner parties), 18:24-25 (those who find it difficult to enter the kingdom of 

God), and 21:1 (the wealthy alms-givers in the temple who are contrasted with the poor 

widow).  

b. Rich individuals appear five times: 

i. Three as figures in parables: the rich fool, 12:16; the master of the wily steward, 16:1; 

and the rich man–called Dives (Latin for “rich man”) who didn’t help the beggar at 

his gate, 16:19, 20, 22 

ii. And, finally two real individuals: the rich ruler who found himself unable to sell all 

and follow Jesus (18:23) and the short, rich tax collector Zacchaeus (19:2) 

3. Luke calls the Pharisees “money-lovers” (Luke 16:14). 

4. For an OT precedent for addressing “woes” to the abusive rich, see Isaiah 5:8-23. 

5. In the language world of the prophet Isaiah, from which Luke draws his inspiration (and 

before him, of course, Jesus), the poor and the rich are not primarily economic cohorts but 

descriptors of internal postures toward God and, consequently, toward other human beings. 

The poor, the mourning, and hungry are not three distinct subgroups but parallel ways of 
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referring to the same people—in Isaiah and in Luke. The same holds for the rich, the 

laughing, and the full. 

V. The Last Beatitude (and the Final Woe) in Luke: the Hated and Excluded for Jesus’ 

Cause 

A. “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude and insult you, and denounce 

your name as evil, on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice and leap for joy on that day! Behold, 

your reward will be great in heaven. For their ancestors treated the prophets in the same way. . . ” 

(Luke 6:22-23) 

B. “Woe to you when all speak well of you, for their ancestors treated the false prophets in this 

way.” (v. 26) 

1. Jesus had placed himself in the line of the Prophets; see Luke 4:18-19 (where he identifies 

himself with the prophetic figure of Isaiah 61); Luke 4:25-27 (compares himself with Elijah 

and Elisha); and 13:33 (“It is impossible that a prophet should die outside of Jerusalem”). 

2. And here in this Last Beatitude he compares his disciples with the prophets. Follow me, and 

you will be rejected in the same way.  

3. See also the cross saying of Luke 9:23, which he “said to all.” “If anyone wishes to come 

after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” Taking up the 

cross referred to the protocol in this form of Roman execution, where the convict was made 

to carry the cross-piece through the streets to the public place of crucifixion. The point was 

not so much the pain as the public shaming and humiliation—the rejection. That is what 

Jesus says will accompany anyone who chooses to follow him. 

VI. Summary Regarding Luke’s Four Beatitudes (and Corresponding “Woes”) 

A. For Luke, “the poor” means what it meant for Isaiah, people who know their need for God (and 

those who are actually poor do have an advantage). 

B. The weeping and the hungry are not distinct groups but different descriptions of the same people. 

C. Luke’s featuring of people called “rich” in the rest of his gospel shows that he has a special 

concern for the place of possessions in the life of a disciple. 

D. Luke stereotypical description of the Pharisees as money lovers (16:14) and “full of plunder” 

(11:39) illustrates that he uses the term “rich” to evoke the mentality of the rich, full and self-

indulgent described in Isaiah 5:8-12. 

E. The Last Beatitude (about rejoicing when you are excluded and being reviled on account of the 

Son of Man) identifies the lot of the poor, weeping, hungry, and reviled disciples with the 

rejected prophet Jesus. This Beatitude announces the good news that one can share, even now, in 

the joy of the risen Lord, as rejected disciples. 

1. The image in Acts 5:41 illustrates this in narrative form. After Peter and the Apostles are 

hauled before the Sanhedrin for continuing to disobey the authorities by preaching the 
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resurrection of Jesus and Gamaliel convinces the group to let the Apostles go, Luke writes, 

“After recalling the apostles, they had them flogged, ordered them to stop speaking in the 

name of Jesus, and dismissed them. So they left the presence of the Sanhedrin, rejoicing that 

they had been found worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the name” (Act 5:40-41). 

That’s an illustration of the Last Beatitude. 

F. Next, we’ll study how Matthew transmits this same tradition in his own careful way. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. We learned that the Old Testament provides examples of two kinds of beatitudes—wisdom beatitudes 

(congratulations about one’s blessedness in this life) and eschatological beatitudes (congratulations about 

one’s blessedness in the next life). Is it true to say that Jesus’ Beatitudes have aspects of both of these 

kinds of beatitudes? How so? 

2. How does the Old Testament—especially Isaiah—help us hear what Luke (and Jesus before him) means 

by the terms poor, hungry and weeping?  

3. How does the rest of the Gospel of Luke confirm this way of understanding those terms? 

4. What is distinctive about Luke’s fourth, and last, beatitude?  

5. How does the rest of the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles help us understand this last 

beatitude? 
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Topic 3: Nine on the Mount: 

The Beatitudes According to Matthew 

I. Introduction 

A. When we first compared Matthew’s version of the Beatitudes with Luke’s, we noticed that these 

two Evangelists had four beatitudes in common. In other words, they appear to be working with 

four sayings from the hypothetical sayings source (called Q). The four turn up as Matthew’s first, 

second, fourth, and last (or ninth) beatitudes. One way of thinking about the five beatitudes 

special to Matthew is to understand Matthew as integrating the four Q beatitudes with elements 

of Isaiah 61-62, and Psalms 24 and 37. That part of Isaiah refers to mourning, inheriting the 

land, preaching good news to the poor, comforting the mourning, persons called righteous, and 

rejoicing. Psalm 24 speaks of the pure of heart and Psalm 37 also of inheriting the land. But let’s 

study Matthew’s Beatitudes one at a time. 

II. The Poor in Spirit (Matt. 5:3): “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom 

of heaven.”  

A. “Poor in spirit” has been badly misunderstood—as “spiritualizing” or “diluting” the Q version 

found in Luke, or as meaning something like “dispirited” or “depressed” in analogy with a 

student being “poor in math” or soil “poor in nitrogen.” It really means having the posture or 

attitude of the poor in one’s spirit or heart, i.e. knowing one’s need for God—i.e. the meaning of 

poor we found in Isaiah. 

B. “Kingdom of heaven” has also been much misunderstood, as if the phrase means “the kingdom 

that is heaven” (as in “the kingdom of England”), but as mentioned before, it is Matthew’s 

preferred way of saying what Mark and Luke mean by “kingdom of God”—God’s end-time 

intervention in power through Jesus. 

C. “Theirs is the kingdom”—is that a reference to possession now, or in the future? Both!—as the 

rest of Matthew and the rest of the New Testament teaches us. Think of this saying of Jesus: 

“Amen I say to you, whoever does not accept the kingdom of God like a child [here and now] 

will not enter it [in the future]” (Mark 10:15). 

III. Those Who Mourn (Matt. 5:4): “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be 

comforted.”  

A. The mourning mentioned in Isaiah 61:3 is parallel to being poor, the posture of Israel, back from 

the Babylonian exile but still waiting for complete rescue from her Lord. 

B. The mourning mentioned in the controversy about fasting in Matthew 9:14-17 (Why do your 

disciples not fast?) is the “happy mourning” of people who know that whatever incompleteness 

they experience is in the context of celebrating that “the bridegroom” has come, and will come 

again, to complete the coming of the kingdom. 
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1. In contrast to the traditional Atonement fasting, Christians are to anoint their faces; that is, 

they are to fast in the manner of people preparing for a feast. 

2. It is the mourning that prays, “Thy kingdom come!”—feeling the gap between what has been 

inaugurated by Jesus and the completion that is yet to come. 

C. The beatitude can also be heard as a blessing on those who mourn in the sense of responding 

compassionately to the suffering of others. 

IV. The Meek (Matt. 5:5): “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the land.” 

A. Matthew illustrates the quality of being “meek” in key points in his gospel describing Jesus 

himself: 

1. At 11:29—“Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart, 

and you will find rest for yourself.” Surprisingly, a yoke spells relief. Although “the rest” is 

promised for the future, like the kingdom of heaven it is already somehow experienced now 

in the shouldering of the yoke. 

2. At 21:5, where “meek” occurs in the quotation of Zechariah 9:9, which Matthew quotes to 

illustrate what Jesus is doing in the choice of the draft animal to ride into Jerusalem: “Say to 

daughter Zion, ‘behold, your king comes to you, meek and riding on an ass, and on a colt, the 

foal of a beast of burden.’” What is largely overlooked is that the next verse of Zechariah’s 

vision includes the paradox of a dis-arming dominion over the whole earth: “He shall banish 

the chariot out of Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem; the warrior’s bow shall be 

banished and he shall proclaim peace to the nations. His dominion shall be from sea to sea 

and from the River to the ends of the earth.” 

B. The “land” (gē in the Greek) that the meek inherit is not planet Earth. Here it is the biblical 

“promised land,” understood in this context as a parallel to the kingdom of God, a metaphor for 

the kingdom.  

C. Matthew is likely drawing on the picture of the glories of end-time Zion, Isaiah 60:21: “Forever, 

they shall inherit the land.” 

D. Similar language occurs six times in Psalm 37, where the righteous are promised that they will 

possess or live in the land. Psalm 37:11 says, “But the meek shall possess the land, they shall 

delight in abounding peace.” 

V. Those Who Hunger and Thirst for Righteousness (Matt. 5:6): “Blessed are they who 

hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be satisfied.” 

A. “Righteousness” translates a rich biblical word, dikaiosynē, which means fidelity to the demands 

of the covenant relationships.  

1. Applied to God, it means God’s fidelity to his promises.  
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2. Applied to human beings it means being “right with God” by doing the right thing. In 

Matthew’s primary biblical source dikaiosynē is used of God at Isaiah 61:3 and of human 

beings at 61:8.  

B. The righteousness for which the blessed “hunger and thirst” in this beatitude is open to both of 

the above meanings—divine or human. The meaning of the word at Matthew 6:33 suggests that 

here it is a quality of God: “Seek first the kingdom [of God] and his righteousness, and all these 

things [i.e. food, drink and clothing] will be given you besides.” 

C. As in the case of the Matthew’s first beatitude, some interpreters hear in Matthew’s phrasing of 

this fourth one—“those who hunger and thirst for righteousness”—a “softening” of what they 

understand to be Luke’s simple and earthy “those who are hungry.” They hear it as the same kind 

of “watering down” they perceive in Matthew’s phrasing of the first beatitude, “poor in spirit.” 

But once we are in touch with the scroll of Isaiah as the background, we can hear Matthew’s 

version of what was already implicit in Luke’ second beatitude. 

VI. The Merciful (Matt. 5:7): “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”  

A. This beatitude hardly needs explanation, but Matthew’s gospel illustrates abundantly this call to 

meeting human needs, especially the need for forgiveness: 

1. In his introduction, twice, of Hosea 6:6 (“I desire mercy, not sacrifice”) in his gospel: 

a.  At 9:12-13 (where the Pharisees question Jesus’ sharing table fellowship with tax 

collectors and sinners) 

b. At 12:7 (where Jesus chides the coldness of the Pharisees toward the snacking disciples) 

2. In narratives about Jesus’ healing response to people who cry out “Kyriē eleēson” (“Lord 

have mercy!”)—the two sets of blind men, the Canaanite woman, and the father of the 

demonized boy 

3. In the last petition of the Lord’s prayer (“as we forgive those who trespass against us”)  

4. In the parable of the unforgiving servant (forgiven the debt of 60 million days wages!) 

VII. The Clean of Heart (5:8): “Blessed are the clean of heart [katharoi tē kardia], for they 

will see God.”  

A. This beatitude is a perfect one-line summary of the middle four verses of Psalm 24: “Who can 

ascend the mountain of the Lord? He whose hands are sinless, whose heart is clean, who desires 

not what is vain, nor swears deceitfully to his neighbor. He shall receive a blessing from the lord, 

a reward from God his savior. Such is the race that seeks for him, that seeks the face of the God 

of Jacob.” 

B. “Clean of heart,” while it surely includes sexual integrity and fidelity, refers to the whole of a 

person’s moral life, epitomized by sinless hands (deeds) not desiring what is vain (intentions) 

and being honest with the neighbor (words).  
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C. Conversion of heart (one’s interior focus) is crucial for Matthew, as reflected in: 

1. Emphasizing the heart in the explanation of the Sower parable, where a fruitful harvest is a 

matter of receiving the word in the heart and understanding it (13:19, 23). 

2. Naming the heart as the real source of evil: “But the things that come out of the mouth come 

from the heart, and they defile. For from the heart come evil thoughts: murder, adultery, 

unchastity, theft, false witness, blasphemy” (15:18-19). 

3. The final verse of the parable of the unforgiving servant: “So will my heavenly Father do to 

you, unless each of you forgives his brother from his heart” (18:35). 

VIII. The Peacemakers (Matt. 5:9): “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called  

children [literally, ‘sons’] of God.” 

A. Our English word peacemaker derives from this beatitude. The OED cites Tyndale’s English 

translation in 1534 as the first occurrence of the word in our language. 

B. The literal translation “sons” sounds sexist to our ears but it has the benefit of associating the 

Christian disciple (male or female) with the Son of God, Jesus—peacemaker par excellence. By 

the end of Matthew 5, we hear Jesus say that it will take love of enemies to warrant being called 

“sons of God”: a call to inclusive love in a radical sense. 

C. Reminder: When you read “peace” in the Bible, think shalom, which means much more than just 

absence of conflict. It means fullness of life, best imaged as a great banquet with great friends 

and the best of food, drink, and music. 

D. The “maker” part reminds us that the disciple is called to build peace, to do whatever it takes to 

advance human flourishing in all of our circumstances. 

E. To mention peacemaking in the setting of the Lord’s “mountain” evokes the famous mountain 

passage of Isaiah 2, where the nations will gather on the mount of Zion to “beat their swords into 

plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks.” 

IX. The Persecuted (Matt. 5:10): “Blessed are they who are persecuted for the sake of 

righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

A. Notice that verse 10 is not the last beatitude. Matthew’s version of that one comes next, in verses 

11-12. This eighth beatitude (verse 10) is something new, from Matthew, or from the tradition he 

inherited; it is not the fourth one from Q. Luke’s last beatitude said nothing about being 

persecuted for righteousness’ sake. Persecution is a step beyond rejection. Matthew’s eighth 

beatitude is a careful rounding-off of the set of eight, echoing the subject of righteousness 

touched on in the fourth beatitude and repeating the consequence of the first beatitude, “for theirs 

is the kingdom of heaven.” 
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B. Unlike the righteousness of Matthew’s fourth beatitude, the righteousness for which one is 

persecuted in number eight is clearly righteous human action (one is not persecuted for God’s 

acts of righteousness). It refers to being persecuted for following the way of Jesus, doing 

righteous deeds. 

X. And, Yes, You—Insulted and Persecuted (Matt. 5:11-12): “Blessed are you [plural] 

when they insult you and persecute you and utter every kind of evil against you [falsely] 

because of me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven. Thus they 

persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

A. Verses 11-12 clearly present a version of the Q beatitude reflected in Luke’s last beatitude. Like 

Luke’s version, Matthew’s version: 

1. Shifts from the third person (they) to a second-person plural (you), addressing the 

audience/readers directly 

2. Urges rejoicing in the light of heavenly reward,  

3. Associates the disciples with the prophets who were before them, and 

4. Identifies those addressed specifically as disciples of Jesus (“because of me”) 

B. Matthew adds the note of persecution to link this beatitude with the previous one. As in the last 

beatitude according to Luke, the disciples of (all Christians) Jesus are place in line with Jesus 

and the prophets before him.  

XI. Conclusion 

A. It should be clear by now that Matthew’s Beatitudes are no “spiritualizing” or “diluting” of 

Luke’s version. We can trust that both versions communicate the basic thrust of Jesus’ teaching. 

Both versions, with all their rich diversity, are equally a radical call to a spirituality that has very 

practical implications about behavior in daily life. That practicality will become evident as we 

proceed through the Sermon. If the expansion of beatitudes from four to nine is Matthew’s own 

work, it is much like the expansion of the version of the Lord’s Prayer as found in Luke, from 

Luke’s five petitions to Matthew’s seven petitions, where the added two a really parallel 

expansions of what is already there in the five. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What do Matthew’s Beatitudes have in common with Luke’s Beatitudes (and woes)? 

2. Are “the poor” the same folks in both versions? 

3. How are Matthew’s and Luke’s versions different? 

4. What pieces of Old Testament background did you find the most illuminating? 

5. Are you surprised how important Isaiah and the Psalms were to both Jesus and his interpreters? (Welcome 

to the New Testament! All of the New Testament authors draw on the Jewish scriptures in that way.) 
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Topic 4: Salt, Light, and Fulfillment of the Law 

(Matthew 5:13-20) 

I. You Are Salt and Light (vv. 13-16) 

“You [plural, throughout this passage] are the salt of the earth. But if salt loses its taste, 

with what can it be seasoned? It is no longer good for anything but to be thrown out 

and trampled underfoot. You are the light of the world. A city set on a mountain 

cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and then put it under a bushel basket; it is 

set on a lampstand, where it gives light to all in the house. Just so, your light must shine 

before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your heavenly Father.” 

A. “You”—singular or plural?  

1. A language and cultural problem: We hear it in the singular because English these days does 

not distinguish between you-singular and you-plural, and because our cultural is 

individualistic. Matthew’s Greek (and presumably Jesus’ mother-tongue) is you-plural. 

B. “Salt of the earth”—down-to-earth good folks? Cultural background is needed here. 

1. Some metaphorical possibilities in the Bible: 

a. Component of temple sacrifices (Ezek. 34:24) 

b. Covenant element (Num. 18:19; Ezra 4:14) 

c. Condiment (Job 6:6) 

d. Preservative (Ignatius, Magnesians 10) 

e. Basic necessity (Sirach 39:26) 

f. Wit, as the “spice” of conversation, condiment used as metaphor (Colossians 4:6) 

2. The clearest background here: the salt plates used in kilns as catalysts to burn donkey dung. 

Three clues that this is the background: 

a. The phrase “salt of the earth” is strange until you learn that “the earth” was a name for a 

kiln 

b. This background clarifies the meaning referring of salt that loses its saltiness being “no 

longer good for anything but to be thrown out and trampled underfoot.” They did exactly 

that to salt plates that were no longer catalytic. 

c.  The Hebrew word eretz (“earth”) is used with this meaning (kiln) in Job 28:5 and Ps 

12:6.  

d. The current Arabic word for kiln is artza (cognate to the Hebrew eretz) 
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3. Meaning here: The disciple of Jesus is imaged as a catalytic agent, sent to facilitate the “fire” 

that Jesus intends to spread, as in Luke 12:49—“I have come to set the earth on fire and how 

I wish it were already blazing.” 

C. “Light of the world” echoes two Servant Songs and another quotation for Isaiah quoted earlier by 

Matthew. 

1. Isa. 42:6— “I formed you and set you as a covenant for the people, a light for the nations”—

part of a passage that Matthew applies to Jesus at 12:18-21 

2. Isa. 49:6b—“I will make you a light to the nations that my salvation may reach to the ends of 

the earth.” 

3. It echoes Isa. 8:23-9:1 just quoted by Matthew at 4:16—“The people who sit in darkness 

have seen a great light; on those dwelling in a land overshadowed by death light has risen.” 

4. Followers of Jesus pass on his light. 

D. “A city set on a mountain cannot be hidden”—an extension of the light image drawing upon their 

experience of the visibility of a lighted city on a mountaintop 

E. That oil lamps are put on lamp stands, not under bushels, illustrates the obvious: lights are for 

illumination. 

F. Let your light shine before others? Is this in conflict with Jesus’ teaching, in this same speech, 

“Take care not to perform righteous deeds in order that people may see them”? 

G. Solution: When Jesus critiques doing deeds for show, he is speaking of acts of piety—prayer, 

fasting, almsgiving. Don’t do those for show. Here, he is talking about acts of charity, meeting 

human needs, which, though they too can be done for show, have a better chance of glorifying 

the God who inspires them. They also have a wider audience. See 1 Pet. 2:12—“Maintain good 

conduct among the Gentiles, so that if they speak of you as evildoers, they may observe your 

good works and glorify God on the day of visitation.” 

II. Jesus and the Law: The Call to a Greater Righteousness (5:17-23) 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have come not to 

abolish but to fulfill. Amen, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the 

smallest letter [iōta] or the smallest part of a letter will pass from the law, until all 

things have taken place. Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these 

commandments and teaches others to do so will be called least in the kingdom of 

heaven. But whoever obeys and teaches these commandments will be called greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven. I tell you, unless your righteousness surpasses that of the 

scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter into the kingdom of heaven.” 
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A. This passage begins by answering the charge that Jesus is a violator of the Law. Who is making 

this charge? The first four chapters of Matthew have shown Jesus as one who fulfills the Law in 

his very person. The charge will appear in episodes yet to come—regarding Jesus eating with 

sinners and breaking the Sabbath with the “work” of healing. For the author, the reference may 

be to accusations in his own day that Gentile Christians are not required to be circumcised or 

keep food laws. 

B. The author is apparently addressing three attitudes about the Law after A.D. 70 (the destruction 

of the temple): 

1. The so-called “Judaizers” who expected Gentiles to become Jews and keep the whole Torah 

(Acts 15:1, 5; 21:21; Gal 6:13) 

2. Those who believed the Law had been set aside for both Jewish and Gentile Christians 

3. Non-Christian Jews who denied that Jesus could be the authoritative interpreter of the Torah 

C. For the author “Matthew”: 

1. The written Torah remained the authoritative word of God… 

2. …but now as fulfilled and interpreted by “something greater than the temple” (12:6)—the 

Lord Jesus Christ. 

3. Jewish Christians may well have maintained the whole Jewish Law, whereas Gentile 

Christians were not required to do so; but Jewish and Gentile Christians alike are called to a 

righteousness greater than that of the scribes and Pharisees.  

D. The next section of the Sermon—the second half of chapter 5, verses 21-48—spells out this 

“greater righteousness”—the famous six teachings about anger, lust, divorce, oath taking, 

nonviolence, and love of enemies. 

1. The format of the six challenges 

a. “You have heard . . .” Then, a citation of an Old Testament law 

b. “But I tell you . . .” [four times, a deepening of the OT law; twice a transcending of the 

OT law] 

c. Some examples or elaborations, illustrating Jesus’ interpretation 

2. “Antitheses”? No! More like “super-theses.” The but in the repeated formula “but I tell  

you . . .” is not the strong adversative allá (meaning “but” in the strong sense) but the 

comparatively weak particle de, which signals a shift of some kind—sometimes a contrast 

and sometimes an intensification. 

3. “Supersessionism”? Not really. Fulfillment of the spirit of the OT laws 

4. Matthew is careful to present Jesus as a keeper of the laws of Moses: 



THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT S T U D Y  G U I D E 

   W W W . N O W Y O U K N O W M E D I A . C O M  /  1 - 8 0 0 - 9 5 5 - 3 9 0 4  /  © 2 0 1 2  2 7  

a. When John the Baptist says that Jesus should be the one baptizing him, Jesus (only in 

Matthew’s version) says “Allow it now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all 

righteousness” (i.e. to do the will of the Father). 

b. What that means for Jesus becomes clear in the desert, when the tempter asks him to 

prove that he is the Son of God by turning stones into bread, Jesus quotes Deuteronomy: 

“One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes forth from the mouth of 

God”— the Torah! 

c. As the Sermon continues, Jesus will ground his most challenging teaching by way of 

interpreting or reinterpreting the laws of Moses. 

d. Even when he transgressed a hygienic law of Leviticus by touching a leper, he insists that 

the healed leper do what Moses required by getting checked out by the “board of 

health”—the temple priests (Matt. 8:4). 

e. Matthew’s detail that the woman with the hemorrhage came up behind Jesus and 

“touched the tassel of his cloak” indicates that he kept the rule in Numbers 15 and 

Deuteronomy 22 to wear such tassels as a reminder to keep the commandments (9:20). 

Enough examples to help us appreciate that Jesus was indeed a Torah-keeping Jew. 

f. In our own day, an Orthodox Jew, Pinchas Lapide, wrote a book, The Sermon on the 

Mount: Utopia, or Program for Action? He argues for the second choice, and calls Jesus 

our best interpreter of the Law. 

5. Nostra Aetate of Vatican Council II (1965) helped us overcome our supersessionism, already 

repudiated as it surfaced in the writings of second-century Marcion. The Council fathers were 

addressing especially the “blood libel” of Matt. 27:25, “And the whole people said, ‘His 

blood be upon us and upon our children.’” It does not refer to all Jews of all time. 

6. The Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible (2002) 

7. Consider the controversy surrounding the making and screening of Mel Gibson’s The 

Passion of the Christ. The reason for Jewish anguish on this occasion was the history of 

European anti-Semitism triggered by village Passion Plays (Oberammergau). 

8. The Gospel of Matthew has been called “the most Jewish and apparently the most anti-

Jewish of the gospels.” The seemingly “anti-Jewish” aspects derive especially from Jesus’ 

denunciation of the scribes and Pharisees in chapter 23. These are best understood not from 

the point of view of a “Christian” Jesus attacking these Jewish leaders as some kind of 

outsider. In fact, this should be understand as in in-house critique, a Jew addressing fellow 

Jews in the manner of Old Testament prophets, or like John the Baptist challenging his 

contemporary co-religionists. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. When you learn the likely cultural background behind “You are the salt of the earth,” how does it apply to 

following Jesus today? 

2. Given that most of the occurrences of “you” in the Sermon on the Mount are plural, what are the 

implications regarding the expected response? 

3. In what sense do Jesus’ teachings “fulfill” the Law of Moses in the Torah? 
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Topic 5: Anger, Lust, Divorce, and Oaths (Matt. 5:21-37) 

I. The First “Antithesis”: From Not Killing to Anger Management and Reconciliation 

(Matt 5:21-26) 

“You have heard that it was said to your ancestors, ‘You shall not kill; and whoever 

kills will be liable to judgment.’ But [de] I say to you, whoever is angry with his brother 

will be liable to judgment, and whoever says to his brother, ‘Raqa,’ will be answerable 

to the Sanhedrin, and whoever says, ‘You fool,’ will be liable to fiery Gehenna. 

Therefore, if you bring your gift to the altar, and there recall that your brother has 

anything against you, leave your gift there at the altar, go first and be reconciled with 

your brother, and then come and offer your gift. Settle with your opponent quickly 

while on the way to court with him. Otherwise your opponent will hand you over to the 

judge, and the judge will hand you over to the guard, and you will be thrown into 

prison. Amen, I say to you, you will not released until you have paid the last penny.” 

A. This passage has four parts: 

1. A citation from scripture: the fifth commandment (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:17) 

2. An “antithesis” made of three surprising cases with escalating judgment venues 

a. Anger > local court 

b. “Raqa!” > supreme court! 

c. “You fool!” > hell!! 

3. An example of reconciliation (drop the lamb and reconcile!) 

4. A parable about reconciliation in the form of legal advice 

B. Jesus’ statement about anger being matter for litigation is a “mind tease”—a legal impossibility 

when taken literally, but a stimulus to think outside the legal box. 

C. Going to the Sanhedrin about a verbal insult is outrageous hyperbole. 

D. The image of going to Gehenna for verbal insult is more of the same. Jesus’ point in these 

exaggerations: I’m calling you to a change of heart, something that is beyond the literal reach of 

the commandment. 

E. Is the spontaneous feeling of anger a sin? No. What may become sinful is where we go with the 

anger in our free response to it. 

F. What sounds like legal advice (“Settle out of court!”) is a parable. Your whole life is a journey 

on the way to being accountable to the Lord; you have a chance to settle on the way. Do it! 
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II. The Second “Antithesis”: From Marital Fidelity to Curbing Lust (vv. 27-30) 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you, 

everyone who looks at a woman with lust [pros to epithymēsai autēn, literally, ‘with the 

purpose of desiring her’] has already committed adultery with her in his heartyou’re 

your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose 

one of your members than to have your whole body thrown into Gehenna. And if your 

right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one 

of your members than to have your whole body go into Gehenna.” 

A. Is Jesus saying that spontaneous sexual desire is sinful? The NAB version makes it sound that 

way. Where our NAB version says “looks . . . with lust,” a more literal translation of the Greek 

says “looks . . . with the purpose of desiring her.” The phrase spells out the intent of the looking: 

to foster the desire. The KJV and Douay-Rheims catch the element of purpose: “to lust after 

her.” 

B. How about the bloody advice about plucking out your eye? Jesus may be signaling exaggeration 

here in specifying the right eye, playfully suggesting that one eye could be lustful while the other 

eye remains innocent (dropping the left lid?). 

C. If the saying is not to be taken literally, it surely is to be taken seriously. Just as on the physical 

level, one willingly sacrifices part of the body to save the whole, so when it comes to habits of 

the heart, one should take the necessary means to ensure what the sixth beatitude calls cleanness 

of heart. 

III. The Third “Antithesis”: From Legal Divorce to Committed Monogamy (vv. 31-32). 

It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife must give her a bill of divorce’ [Deut 24:1]. 

But I say to you, whoever divorces his wife (unless the marriage is unlawful [parektos 

logou porneias]) causes her to commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced 

woman commits adultery.” 

A. Big shift here. With regard to this Old Testament law, Jesus abrogates it.  

B. Background: The full text of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 is important. [Take time to read it in the Bible: 

When a man, after marrying a woman and having relations with her, is later displeased with her 

because he finds in her something indecent (erwat dabar), and therefore he writes out a bill of 

divorce and hands it to her, thus dismissing her from his house: if on leaving his house she goes 

and becomes the wife of another man, and the second husband, too, comes to dislike her and 

dismisses her from his house by handing her a written bill of divorce; or if this second man who 

has married her, dies; then her former husband, who dismissed her, may not again take her as 

his wife after she has become defiled.] Notice that his law presumes the validity of the divorce 

protocol: a man who finds erwat dabar (“something indecent”) in his wife can dismiss her 

simply by handing her his decision in writing! The new thing established in the law of 

Deuteronomy 24 is that, if the woman remarries and that husband dies, he (the first husband) 

may not remarry her. So, it introduces a caveat against hasty divorce. 
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C. The grounds for divorce—“something indecent”—were debated in Jesus’ time. The school of 

Shammai was strict (erwat dabar means unchastity). The school of Hillel was very liberal (erwat 

dabar means anything that displeases the husband, even no longer finding favor in his eyes!)  

D. How does divorce cause her “to commit adultery”? In a culture in which woman had no way to 

survive apart from being embedded in a family, a divorced woman was on her own (no job 

opportunities for single women and no rentable apartments!). So she was compelled to attach 

herself to another man. The interpretation of Hillel prevailed in Jesus’ day, and men were likely 

to abuse the divorce protocol of Deuteronomy.  

E. In that setting, Jesus’ teaching can be heard as a defense of women.  

F. But we also learn, from Mark and Matthew’s account of a controversy on this subject with the 

Pharisees (Matthew 19:1-9//Mark 10:2-12), that Jesus saw indissoluble marriage as rooted in the 

very structure of original creation, and so his abolition of it is a sign of the new covenant (and 

New Creation) which comes with Jesus’ renewal. 

G. Why the “exception clause” in Matthew? Matthew alone has introduced the phrase “except for 

porneia,” where the word porneia has traditionally been rendered “fornication” (KJV, Rheims, 

JB) or “unchastity” (NRSV). Our NAB 1986 version—“unless the marriage is unlawful”—

reflects recent scholarly consensus that Matthew refers here to the laws of Leviticus 18 

forbidding close-kinship marriages. That seems to be the meaning of porneia in the apostolic 

decree of Acts 15:28-29; 21:25. The likely scenario is that in the time of Matthew’s writing, 

some converted Gentiles were involved in precisely such close-kinship marriages (permitted in 

Roman and Greek law, but forbidden in Jewish law). Since the Jewish-Christian community 

could not abide this violation of the Torah, divorce was allowed in those cases. 

H. The take-away message for us may be Jesus’ diagnosis for failed marriages in his controversy 

with the Pharisees in chapter 19—hardness of heart. 

IV. The Fourth “Antithesis”: From Oath-taking to Oath-free, Consistent Truth-Telling (vv. 

33-37) 

“Again you have heard that it was said to your ancestors, ‘Do not take a false oath [ouk 

epiorkēseis], but make good to the Lord all that you vow [tous horkous sou]. But I say to 

you, do not swear at all; not by heaven, for it is God’s throne; nor by the earth, for it is 

his footstool; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. Do not swear by your 

head, for you cannot make a single hair white or black. Let your ‘Yes’ mean ‘Yes’ and 

your ‘No’ mean ‘No.’ Anything more is from the evil one.” 

A. The word “swear” naturally brings to mind making use of God’s name as an expletive, but this 

teaching is not about “taking the Lord’s name in vain.” Jesus is not commenting here on the 

second commandment. The matter here is oath-taking in the sense of invoking God’s witness, 

either to solemnize a promise or to affirm the truth of one’s statement. Even though the Hebrew 

Bible presumes the validity of this kind of communication, Jesus outlaws such oath-taking.   
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B. The target of Jesus’ critique seems to be a practice of somehow lessening the seriousness, or 

“weight,” of oaths by using a creature (heaven, earth, Jerusalem, one’s own head) instead of the 

name of God. Yet each of these things is intimately connected with God’s presence. 

C. In chapter 23, in the midst of leveling seven “woes” against the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus 

denounced another way of abusing oath-making—that is, making trivial distinctions between 

objects by which one swears. E.g., “If one swears by the temple, it means nothing, but if one 

swears by the gold of the temple one is obligated. Blind fools, which is greater, the gold, or the 

temple that made the gold sacred?” Again, their way of oath-taking overlooks how all these 

things are related to the presence and power of God. God’s presence itself requires truth-telling 

and promise-keeping always, not just on special occasions. 

D. How have Christians dealt with this teaching? 

1. Quakers and Mennonites ask to be excused from oath-taking in court. 

2. The Roman Catholic tradition cites Paul’s own oath-taking in Galatians 1:20 (“Before God, I 

am not lying”) as a warrant for understanding Jesus’ words as “not excluding oaths made for 

grave and right reasons (for example in court)” (CCC, # 2154). 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. How can we tell that the escalating list for crimes and levels of judgment venues regarding anger and 

insults is playful exaggeration rather than literal legislation? What’s Jesus’ point in this “mind teasing”? 

2. What is Jesus saying about spontaneous sexual desire? 

3. How does Jesus’ teaching on divorce relate to the divorce protocol of Deut. 24:1-4? 

4. How can the Church justify not taking literally Jesus’ prohibition of oath-taking? 
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Topic 6: The Fifth “Antithesis”: From Balanced Retaliation 

to Creative Nonviolence (Matt. 5:38-42) 

I. “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say 

to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil [mē antistēnai tō ponērō]. When someone 

strikes you on [your] right cheek, turn the other one to him as well. If anyone wants to 

go to law with you over your tunic, hand him your cloak as well. Should anyone press 

you into service for one mile, go with him for two miles. Give to the one who asks of 

you, and do not turn your back on one who wants to borrow.” 

A. The OT law (“an eye for an eye. . .”—occurring three times in the Torah: Exod. 21:23-24; Lev. 

24:19-20; and Deut. 19:21) good law for migrating tribes. It put a curb in vengeance, and soon 

commuted in Jewish jurisprudence to payment for damages, as in the US today. 

B. What exactly is Jesus’ meaning? “Offer no resistance to one who is evil.” A translation problem: 

[mē antistēnai tō ponērō]. Is he really saying offer no resistance at all (go limp?).  

C. Clues to the meaning from the immediate context—three surprising examples: 

1. Outwitting a shaming gesture (the turning of the cheek) 

2. Exposing an oppressive creditor (going naked) 

3. Getting the occupying militia in trouble (the “extra mile” ploy) 

4. Each of these, not a matter of non-resistance but of “creative nonviolence” 

D. Old Testament background: the Septuagint has 71 examples of the verb, anthistēmi, the majority 

(44) referring to military retaliation. 

E. Wink’s translation catches the meaning in context: “Do not counter evil in kind.” 

F. This is the passage that so influenced Mahatma Gandhi (in the Salt March) and Martin Luther 

King, Jr. (the Birmingham bus boycott, the sit-ins), who called it “creative nonviolence.” 

G. Examples of nonviolence in the rest of the Gospel of Matthew 

1. Jesus’ response to the swordplay of Peter in Gethsemane: “Put your sword back into its 

sheath, for all who take the sword will perish by the sword. Do you think that I cannot call 

upon my Father and he will not provide me at this moment with more than twelve legions of 

angels?” (Matt. 26:52-53) 

2. Matthew adds to the account of the physical abuse of Jesus during the hearing before the 

Sanhedrin, “Some slapped [erapisan] him” (26:67). That verb for “slap” [rapizō] occurs only 

twice in the NT, the other place being the passage in the Sermon. Though Jesus is not said to 

turn his cheek in Matthew’s Passion, he is silent in the face of the abuse. It is also possible 

that the word was used to reflect the Greek version of the third Servant Song of Isaiah 50:4-9. 
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Seven of the words that appear in Matthew 5:37-42 occur in this third Servant Song of Isaiah 

in Greek, the words translated “offer resistance,” “give,” “cheek,” “slap,” “turn,” “go to 

court,” and “cloak.” So Matthew seems to deliberately echo that Servant Song here in the 

Sermon. This fits Matthew’s theme that the disciple of Jesus will imitate the Master’s living 

out of the role of Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord.  

3. Think of the last beatitude. Those who follow Jesus in his prophetic mission will meet the 

kind of rejection that he met. 

4. Notice that Jesus does not deal with the question of international warfare; his context did not 

call for it. He as his disciples were not citizens of the Roman Empire. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”—how was that rule in the Hebrew Bible already an improvement 

in human behavior? How was this practiced later in Jewish history? 

2. How have you usually interpreted Jesus recommendation to “turn the other cheek”? How do you 

understand it now? 

3. Why has the translation of the so-called “non-resistance” principle been a translation challenge all these 

years (e.g., NAB, “Offer no resistance to one who is evil”)? How does the context of v. 39 in Matthew 5 

help us translate that verse? 

4. How did this passage influence Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.? 
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Topic 7: The Love of Enemies 

(Matt. 5:43-48; Luke 6:27-36) 

I. “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 

But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, that you 

may be children [huioi, literally ‘sons’] of your heavenly Father, for he makes his sun 

rise on the bad and the good, and causes rain to fall on the just and the unjust. For if 

you love those who love you, what recompense [misthós] will you have? Do not the tax 

collectors do the same? And if you greet [aspasēsthe] your brothers only, what is 

unusual [perrison] about that? Do not the pagans [ethnikoi; also ‘gentiles’] do the same? 

So be perfect [teleioi] as your Father is perfect.” 

A. There is no problem identifying the OT source of the first part of what “was said”: Leviticus 

19:18. “Take no revenge and cherish no grudge against your fellow countrymen. You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord”—cited as “the second” commandment after “the 

greatest and first” (loving God with one’s heart, soul and mind) at 22:39. Matthew also adds it to 

the five commandments he recites when the rich young man asks what he needs to do to gain 

eternal life at 19:19. 

B. “Hate your enemy”? Where is that in the OT? Not there in so many words, but implied. 

C. And see the Manual of Discipline of the Dead Sea Scrolls of the Qumran Community. The 

novices made a vow to “hate the enemy”—i.e. outsiders, non-members. They pledge to “love all 

the sons of light, each one according to his lot in God’s plan, and to detest all the sons of 

darkness, each one in accordance with his blame in God’s vindication” (1QS 1:9-11). 

D. Before we rush too quickly to assume a narrow understanding of “neighbor” in the OT, we 

would do well to read the fuller context of the Leviticus passage about loving your neighbor as 

yourself. A few verses later, in that chapter Leviticus stretches the call to love to include resident 

aliens: “You shall treat the alien who resides with you no differently than the natives born among 

you: have the same love for him as for yourself; for you too were once aliens in the land of 

Egypt. I, the Lord, am your God” (Lev. 19:34). 

E. That verse, “I, the Lord, am your God,” also appears in 19:18. This is a reminder that God is the 

“third person” who is present in every relationship of a member of the covenant people. Jesus 

takes this a step further, to the heretic (modeled in the behavior of the Good Samaritan (Luke 

10:29-37), and here in the Sermon, to the enemy. 

F. What does it mean concretely to love one’s enemy? The examples of creative nonviolence in the 

previous passage illustrate this love. This “antithesis” describes the inner attitude that can lead to 

the nonviolent response to oppression put forth in the previous antithesis. 

G. Praying for one’s persecutors is another concrete living out of enemy love. 
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H. “That you may be children of your heavenly Father” implies that willing the good of the enemy 

is nothing less than the imitation of God. See Ephesians 5:1 (in the context of forgiveness), “Be 

imitators of God!” 

I. “Children” or “sons.” The Greeks says “sons.” The inclusive rendition, “Children,” is traditional 

and appropriate, but “sons” may be deliberate on the part of Jesus and Matthew. 

1. Sons of the Father contrasts with the Essene son-talk: sons of light versus sons of darkness. 

Be sons of God! 

2. “Sons” links us with Jesus as Son of God. 

3. The Semitic idiom, to be a “son of X” is to have the characteristics of X.  

J. The characteristics of the heavenly Father that the disciples are to embody are the Creator’s 

inclusiveness in making his sun rise on the bad as well as the good, and causing rain to fall on 

the just and the unjust. 

K. “What recompense will you have?” It is the way of the world to return love for love. If you do 

that, what recompense will you have? That picks up on the talk of reward in heaven that we 

heard in the last beatitude. Does loving the enemy because we “get something out of it” cheapen 

it? Jesus deals with the human reality that we desire some “positive feedback”—to be 

appreciated for our good deeds. The point: the only way we can be liberated from the dark side 

of the need to be appreciated is to trust that God stands ready to give us all the appreciation we 

need. That takes an act of faith. 

L. “Be perfect”—as God is perfect?! The unthinkable becomes thinkable when we recall the quality 

of God just mentioned—the inclusiveness that shines on the bad and rains on the unjust. See 

Luke’s parallel version of this saying: “Be compassionate [or merciful] as your heavenly Father 

is compassionate” (Luke 6:36). 

II. Love of Enemy and Nonviolence in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:27-36) 

A. Luke has his own way of emphasizing the mandate to love enemies. After listing the four 

“woes,” Luke writes, “But [allá] to you [plural] who hear, I say, love your enemies, do good 

to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.” 

1. Those who “hear” are not the rich, filled, laughing, and well thought of but the poor, hungry, 

weeping, and hated. Only they can love enemies. Deep hearing is a big theme in Luke (see, 

for example, 8:21 [members of Jesus’ true family]; 11:28 [Mary]). 

2. What was Matthew’s climactic mandate (love enemies!) is Luke’s first. 

3. Luke’s verbs for spelling out enemy love are different: do good to the haters, bless the 

cursers, pray for those who mistreat you. 
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B. To the person who strikes you [sing.] on one cheek, offer the other one as well, and from the 

person who takes your cloak, do not withhold even your tunic. Give to everyone who asks 

of you, and from the one who takes what is yours do not demand it back. Do to others as 

you [plural] would have them do to you.” 

1. Instead of Matthew’s three scenarios—the insult slap, the court scene, the roadside 

requisition by a passing soldier—Luke seems to envision a mugging: physical attack, 

snatching the cloak, grabbing possessions. 

2. The effect of putting the Golden Rule here (instead of where Matthew has it, toward the end, 

at Matt. 7:12) provides a startling motivation for loving enemies and non-retaliation: Put 

yourself in your oppressor’s shoes! 

C. “For if you [plural throughout this section] love those who love you, what credit is that to 

you? Even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to 

you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners do the same. If you lend money to those from 

whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, and 

get back the same amount.” 

1. Luke gives three examples of the usual reciprocity of the world including the prime example 

of precise quid pro quo reciprocity, lending money. 

D. “But rather, love your enemies and do good to them, and lend expecting nothing back; then 

your reward [misthos] will be great and you will children [huioi] of the Most High, for he 

himself is kind [chrēstos] to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful just as [also] your 

Father is merciful.” 

1. Luke repeats the mandate to love and do good to enemies with which he began this section at 

v. 27. 

2. Though the wording emphasizes “expecting nothing back,” like Matthew he does not shy 

away from expecting reward from the ultimate Benefactor. 

III. Luke’s Treatment of Nonviolence Elsewhere in Luke-Acts 

A. Samaritan inhospitality (Luke 9:51-55): Jesus overrides the vengeful reaction of the Sons of 

Thunder. 

B. Finessing the Sanhedrin’s hostility (Acts 4:18-31): Ordered not to speak or teach in the name 

of Jesus, Peter and John rejoin the growing Christian community of Jerusalem and pray (with the 

help of Psalm 2) for God to extend his arm not in vengeance but in healing so that they might 

continue the mission of Jesus. Result: another Pentecost. 

C. Jesus’ forgiveness of his crucifiers (Luke 23:34, “Father, forgive them . . .”) is paralleled by 

Stephan regarding his executors (Acts 7:6: “Lord, do not hold this sin against them”). 
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IV. Love of Enemies and Nonviolence Elsewhere in Early Christianity 

A. Romans 12:14, 17-19: “Bless those who persecute [you]; bless and do not curse them. . . . Do 

not repay anyone evil for evil; be concerned for what is noble in the sight of all. If possible on 

your part, live at peace with all. Beloved, do not look for revenge but leave room for the wrath; 

for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’” 

B. For The Didache: The Teaching of the Lord to the Gentiles by the Twelve Apostles, nonviolence 

and love of enemies are at the core of Christian faith and practice. The opening passage of this 

first-century Christian manual features neighbor love and enemy love, along with the Golden 

Rule at the heart of Christian practice: 

1. “There are two ways, one of life and one of death, and there is a great difference between 

these two ways. Now this is the way of life: First, you shall love God, who made you. 

Second, you shall love your neighbor as yourself but whatever you do not wish to 

happen to you, so not do to another. The teaching of these words is this: Bless those who 

curse you, and pray for your enemies, and fast for those who persecute you. For what 

credit is it if you love those who love you? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? But 

you must love those who hate you, and you will not have any enemy. Abstain from 

fleshly and bodily cravings. If someone gives you a blow on your right cheek, turn to him 

the other as well and you will be perfect. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with 

him two miles; if someone takes your cloak, give him your tunic also; if someone takes 

from you what belongs to you, do not demand it back, for you cannot do so. Give to 

everyone who asks you, and do not demand it back, for the Father wants something 

from his own gifts to be given to everyone” [italics and bolding added]. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What does the Old Testament say about love of neighbor, and love of enemies? 

2. Does anything in the Dead Sea Scrolls help us understand Jesus’ teaching? 

3. How can we possibly make sense of Jesus’ mandate, “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect”? 
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Topic 8: For His Eyes Only: Almsgiving, Prayer, and 

Fasting (Matt. 6:1-18; Luke 11:2-8) 

I. “[But] take care not to perform righteous deeds [tēn dikaiosynēn hymōn, literally “your 

righteousness”] in order that people may see them; otherwise, you [plural] will have no 

recompense [misthon] from your heavenly Father.” 

A. This verse introduces three pious practices common to Jewish, then Christian, then Muslim 

tradition—almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. For whose eyes are you doing these things? For 

God’s eyes? Or for your coreligionists’ eyes? 

B. “Righteousness” here picks up the theme of “greater righteousness” that was introduced in verse 

5:20—meaning deeds of righteousness.  

1. Looking back: The six “antitheses” treated that theme with respect to six Old Testament laws 

governing interpersonal relations. 

2. Looking forward: These next 18 verses will treat the greater righteousness with regard to 

specifically religious practices. 

II. Almsgiving (6:2-4) 

“When you [singular throughout this passage] give alms, do not blow a trumpet before 

you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets to win the praise of 

others. Amen, I say to you they have received their reward [misthon]. But when you 

give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right is doing, so that your 

almsgiving may be secret. And your Father who sees in secret will repay you.” 

A. Hypocrite comes from the Greek, hypokritēs, which in secular Greek means “actor.” Jesus uses it 

metaphorically to name people who do religious acts for show. 

B. The word probably came into English by way of this passage; the Oxford English Dictionary 

cites the Wycliffe translation of Matthew (14
th

 century) as one of the earliest examples of the 

word in English. 

C. Jesus could well have picked up the Greek word working on the first-century construction of the 

theater in Sepphoris, just a few miles from Nazareth. 

III. Prayer (6:5-6) 

“When you [plural] pray, do not be like the hypocrites, who love to stand and pray in 

the synagogues and on street corners so that others may see them. Amen, I say to you, 

they have received their reward. But when you [singular] pray, go to your inner room 

[tameion], close the door, and pray to your Father in secret. And your Father who sees 

in secret will repay you.” 
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A. Jesus is not putting down Jewish prayer in synagogues; he speaks as a prophet challenging some 

of his fellow Jews regarding their motive in doing public prayer (for show? Or to honor the 

Lord?). 

B. Jesus is not against public prayer; he offers the usual Jewish prayer before meals (e.g. at the 

multiplication of the loaves). 

C. Jesus’ private prayer was probably unconventional; he recommends the practice for his 

followers. 

D. Since the “inner room” was a special place of hospitality for guests, v. 6 may point to giving 

special attention to the divine presence available even to the individual prayer. 

1. [Matthew places the Lord’s Prayer right here, following the words about prayer; we’ll take 

this up after the parallel treatment of the practice of fasting.] 

IV. Fasting (6:16-18) 

“When you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites. They neglect their appearance, 

so that they may appear to the others to be fasting. Amen, I say to you, they have 

received their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, so that 

you may not appear to be fasting, except to your Father who is hidden. And your 

Father who sees what is hidden will repay you.” 

A. Biblical fasting is not the same as Roman Catholic fasting. 

1. RC “fasting” is a matter of eating less, as in the Ash Wednesday practice of a 3-meal day 

where 2 meals added together which add up to a little less than a third; and “abstinence” for 

us means abstaining from meat. 

2. Fasting in the Jewish tradition meant abstaining from all food and drink during the day with 

breakfast at sunset (as in the Islamic Ramadan fast, where this is done for a full month). 

B. The Mosaic Law has one fast day, the Day of Atonement. Pharisees often fasted twice a week 

(Mondays and Thursday); the Didache advocated Christian fasting Tuesday and Friday. 

C. Jesus deliberately chose not to do extra fasting or nor advocate fasting for his disciples, as a sign 

of his inauguration of the Kingdom of God. After the death and resurrection, Christians took up 

some fasting. 

V. Question: 

A. Is there an inconsistency between the teaching not to do righteous deeds for show and the earlier 

mandate, “Just so, your light must shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and 

glorify your heavenly Father” (5:16)? A solution: 

1. The caveats of chapter 6 pertain to doing religious practices to impress one’s co-religionists, 

an intra-community concern. 
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2. The instruction “let your light shine before others” of 5:16 pertains to the good deeds of the 

community as witnessed by outsiders, where they become part of preaching the good news. 

VI. The Lord’s Prayer: Keystone of the Sermon (Matt. 6:7-15) 

A. Into the midst of the teaching on the three pious practices, Matthew inserts the prayer, surely 

already well known to his audience, the Lord’s Prayer. He sets the tone with these words (vv. 7-

6): “In praying, do not babble [mē battalogēsete] like the pagans, who think that they will be 

heard because of their many words [polylogía]. Do not be like them. Your Father knows 

what you need before you ask him. This is how you are to pray: ‘Our Father in 

heaven . . .’” 

1. If the Father does not need us to supply information in prayer, simplicity is the point in Jesus’ 

model prayer. 

2. The background of Jesus’ use of the name “Our Father”: 

a. His own use of abba in his mother-tongue, reflected even in the prayer of Greek-speaking 

Christians, reflected in Galatians 4:6 and Romans 8:15 

b. Jesus’ description of his true family: “For whoever does the will of my heavenly Father is 

my brother, sister, and mother’” implies that they are a new family precisely because they 

have discovered God as the Father of Jesus is their Father as well (Matt. 12:50) 

B. “ . . . hallowed be your name.” 

1. The meaning “may your name be praised or reverenced” would be enough. But the petition 

may draw a fuller meaning from Old Testament background: 

a. Ezekiel 36:22-28, where the prophet speaks an oracle of the Lord to his fellow exiles, 

saying, in effect, “My people, you are giving me a bad name, suffering exile because of 

your idolatrous ways. I’m going to restore my name (reputation) by  transforming you. I 

will hallow my name by transforming you.” The passage reads, “I will give you a new 

heart and place a new spirit within you, taking from you bodies your stony hearts and 

giving you natural hearts. I will put my spirit within you and make you live by my 

statutes. . .” 

b. So this first petition can be a prayer for the renewal of the church 

C. “Your kingdom come!” 

1. In the light of the whole Gospel of Matthew “the kingdom of God” already inaugurated by 

the Father: 

a. In the life of Jesus (12:28) 

b. In the life of the Church (16:19, 28; 26:29) 

2. And whose fullness is yet to come 
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3. One prays that the Father continues to do his part in advancing the reign inaugurated through 

Jesus, and one prays as well that human beings, in increasing number, continue to respond to 

that divine initiative. 

D. “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 

1. This is an “unpacking” of “your kingdom come.” 

2. Elsewhere in his gospel, Matthew echoes and reinforces this petition in two episodes: 

a. In his version of Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane by repeating the prayer: “My Father, if it is 

not possible that this cup pass without my drinking it, your will be done [genēthētō to 

thelēma sou], precisely the wording of the petition in the Lord’s Prayer. 

b. Matthew’s version of the “true family” scene of Mark 3:33-35 reflects the Lord’s Prayer: 

“And stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said ‘Here are my mother and my 

brothers. For Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven, is my brother, and sister, and 

mother,’” echoing not only the third petition of the Our Father but also 7:21 in the latter 

part of the Sermon. And there doing the will of my Father in heaven is equated with 

hearing and doing “these words of mine”—namely, the teaching of the Sermon on the 

Mount. 

c. So for a community to pray the Lord’s Prayer is to pray to be empowered to live out 

the teaching of the Sermon. 

E. “Give us today our daily bread . . .” 

1. In all of Greek literature the word traditionally translated “daily” (KJB, NRSV, NIV, 

NAB)—epiousion—appears only here, in the Lord’s Prayer (in both Matthew and Luke). 

2. Our best lexicon gives four options as the likely meaning 

a. “Necessary for existence” 

b. “For the current day” 

c. “For the following day” 

d. “Coming” 

3. Whatever meaning is taken, the essence of the petition is an expression of dependence on the 

Father for sustenance in all respects. 

4. Jerome’s Latin Vulgate version—supersubstantialis, reflected in the Rheims version, 

“supersubstantial,” gave rise to Eucharistic interpretations. 

5. The very open-endedness of this language enhances the richness of this petition. 
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F. “. . . And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors . . .” 

1. Given that Luke’s parallel at Luke 11:4 has ‘sins’ and ‘everyone in debt to us’ where 

Matthew’s version has ‘debts’ and debtors,’ the debts in this petition are best understood as 

sins.  

2. See the same use of debts as an image of sins in Matthew’s parable of the unforgiving 

steward (18:1-35) and the parable of the two debtors in the episode of the forgiven sinful 

woman in Luke 7:41-43. And see the fifth Beatitude (“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall 

obtain mercy”). 

G. “And do not subject us to the final test [eis peirasmon], but deliver us from the evil one.” 

1. It was part of the end-time testing of first-century Judaism that the messianic time would 

entail severe testing and tribulations. This petition asks to be spared from that. 

H. The theme of the fifth petition—for being forgiven as we forgive—is so important to Matthew 

that he next paraphrases a saying of Jesus that he finds at Mark 11:25 (from Jesus’ words on the 

day after the temple action) in order to drive the point home: 

“If you forgive others their transgressions, your heavenly Father will forgive you. But if 

you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your transgressions.” 

1. The word “transgressions” here, instead of “debts,” confirms our understanding of “debts” in 

the fifth petition as transgressions or sins.  

2. It may explain why the traditional version of the Roman Catholic Liturgy phrases the fifth 

petition, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” 

3. For more expressions of this theme in Matthew, see 1:21 (“He will save his people from their 

sins”), 9:8 (the crowds were struck with awe and glorified God who had given such authority 

to human beings), 26:28 (added to Jesus’ word over the cup, that the blood of the covenant 

will be poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins), and the parable of the unforgiving 

steward in Matthew 18. 

VII. The Lord’s Prayer in the Gospel of Luke 11:1-4 

A. Luke chooses to introduce the Lord’s Prayer as part of Jesus’ teaching of the disciples on the 

road to Jerusalem. 

B.  In line with his theme of presenting Jesus as a model for Christian prayer, he sets the scene that 

way: “He was praying in a certain place, and when he had finished, one of his disciples said 

to him, “Lord, teach us to pray just as John taught his disciples.” (11:1) 

1. Luke’s version has only five petitions, as compared to Matthew’s seven. Luke’s version may 

reflect an earlier tradition, and Matthew’s version is one that is “rounded out” by expanding 

the second and the fifth petitions (for liturgical purposes?) . 

2. Luke adds “each day” to the bread petition: 
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a. Give us each day [kath’hēmeron] our daily bread (just as he adds the same phrase to the 

cross saying in Luke 9:23—“If anyone wishes to come after me, he must deny himself 

and take up his cross daily [kath’hēmeron] and follow me.” 

3. His fourth petition clarifies for us that “debts” in the Lord’s Prayer is a metaphor for sins: 

a. “And forgive us our sins for we ourselves forgive everyone in debt to us.” 

C. A surprising bonus: some early Fathers give a version of Luke’s version of the Lord’s Prayer that 

have a variant for the second petition (“your kingdom come”). They have instead, “May your 

Holy Spirit come upon us and cleanse us.” That variant is witness to the fact that there was a 

tradition in the early church that understood the gift of the Holy Spirit as another way of 

speaking about the coming of the kingdom. This is not simply a scholarly footnote. It testifies to 

an important understanding of the meaning of kingdom of God in early Christianity.  
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What is Jesus’ idea of hypocrisy in this passage? 

2. Was Jesus for private prayer as opposed to public prayer? 

3. What does the placement of the Lord’s Prayer in the Sermon suggest regarding the place of prayer in the 

Christian community? 

4. If Jesus was noted for not promoting fasting among his disciples, why would he teach about the proper 

way to fast? 
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Topic 9: Treasure, Eye, Master, and Your Father’s Care 

(Matt. 6:19-34; Luke 12:13-34) 

I. This section of the Sermon is all about priorities. It begins with three sayings about 

habits of the heart (Matt. 6:19-24) and continues with encouragement to trust your 

heavenly Father (6:25-34). The first part deals with three questions: 

A. Where is your treasure? 

B. How is your eye? 

C. Who or what is your master? 

II. Where Is Your Treasure? (6:19-21) 

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures [mē thēsaurizete hymin thēsaurous] on earth, 

where moth and decay destroy, and thieves break in and steal. But store up treasures in 

heaven, where neither moth nor decay destroys, nor thieves break in and steal. For 

where your treasure is, there also will your heart be.” 

A. This is about hoarding, not the normal provisions of prudence. (See James 5:3-5.) 

B. The reference to “heart” picks up the “habits of the heart” theme that goes throughout the 

Sermon (5:8, 28; 6:21). 

C. In the Bible, “heart” (kardía) always refers to the core of the person, where you think, dream, 

plan, choose (see Deut 6:4-6, the Shema). It is an important theme for Matthew all through his 

gospel. See 9:4; 11:28-30; 12:34, 36; 13:14-15, 19. 

III. How Is Your Eye? (6:22-23) 

“The lamp of the body is the eye. If your [singular] eye is sound [haplous, ‘healthy’ or 

‘generous’], your whole body will be filled with light; but if your eye is bad [ponēros, 

also ‘evil’], your whole body will be in darkness. And if the light in you is darkness, how 

great will the darkness be.” 

A. Is this just a truism, as in “if your eyesight is poor, you are ‘in the dark’”? 

B. Key to deeper meaning: in the Middle Eastern culture, to have an “evil eye” is to be envious. 

Quite literally, the eye of an envious person is dangerous and can lead to robbery and even 

murder. The “evil eye” (ophthalmos ponēros) is listed among the twelve bad things and can 

come from the heart of a person in Mark 7:22.  
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C. See also Matt. 20:15b, the parable of the workers in the vineyard, where the landowner asks one 

of the full-day workers who complains that those hired at the eleventh hour receive a full day’s 

pay: “Is your eye evil because I am good?” (the literal translation of the KJV). This fits well 

Matthew’s context at 6:23, where Jesus has just warned against hoarding and is just about to 

address the choice of God over mammon. So this passage is a warning against the possessive 

“looking” of envy.  

D. This saying helps the would-be disciple understand that having the generous eye (liberated from 

envy) enables one to join Jesus’ mission of being light for the world. 

IV. Who (or What) is Your Master? (6:24) 

“No one can serve two masters. He will either hate one and love the other, or be 

devoted to one and despise the other. You [plural] cannot serve God and mammon.” 

A. Who or what is “mammon”? It is a transliteration of mamōna, which is actually an Aramaic 

word. The root is related to our Amen, by which we mean “Yes!” or “I believe!” it means “what 

one trusts.” In Semitic languages, you can make a noun out of a verb by adding the prefix em.  

So in a culture where you put great trust in money and wealth, mammon is a good name for 

money. (Wonderful irony: We stamp on our paper money the legend “In God we trust.”) 

B. Matthew calls only two persons “rich” in his gospel: 

1. The rich young man, who is attached to his many possessions (19:21) and fails to follow 

Jesus 

2. Joseph of Arimathea, whom Matthew alone calls “a rich man” and “a disciple of Jesus 

(27:57) 

C. So, for Matthew, possession of wealth presents a serious danger to one’s salvation (19:23-26), 

but submission to God through discipleship in the community of Jesus can liberate one from 

wealth’s power. This is one of the things that is “possible with God.” 

V. Trust Your Heavenly Father! (Matt. 7:25-34; Luke 12:22-32) 

“Therefore I tell you [plural], do not worry about your life, what you will eat [or drink], 

or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food and the body more 

than clothing? Look at the birds in the sky; they do not sow or reap, they gather 

nothing into barns, yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are not you [plural] more 

important than they? Can any of you by worrying add a single moment to your life-

span? Why are you anxious about clothes? Learn from the way the wild flowers grow. 

They do not work or spin. But I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was 

clothed like one of them. If God so clothes the grass of the field, which grows today and 

is thrown into the oven tomorrow, will he not much more provide for you [plural], O 

you of little faith [oligopistoi]? So do not worry and say, ‘What are we to wear?’ All 

these things the pagans seek. Your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 
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But seek first the kingdom [of God] and his righteousness, and all these things will be 

given you [plural] besides. Do not worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of 

itself. Sufficient for a day is its own evil.” 

A. At first this teaching seems to call for the behavior of a “flower child,” naively trusting that one 

will be taken care of. It seems to fly in the face of St. Paul’s mandate: Whoever does not work, 

does not get to eat! (2 Thess. 3:10). 

B. The key is v. 33: “But seek first the kingdom [of God] and his righteousness, and all these things 

will be given you besides.” This passage is about human priorities. When a community seeks 

first the kingdom—i.e. lives the lifestyle presented in this Sermon, including of course the 

Golden Rule, they serve one another in such a way that their basic needs (food, clothing) are met. 

This is how they experience the Heavenly Father’s care.  

C. The problem of “little faith” is a strong theme in Matthew. For him the disciples understand just 

fine, but they have a nasty case of oligospistia (“little faith”); they don’t trust God enough to act 

on what they understand. See especially Peter’s little faith when he begins to sink during the 

walking on the water. Pulling him up, Jesus says to Peter, “O you of little faith, why did you 

doubt.” The word for ‘doubt’ here occurs only one other time in the Bible, at Matt. 28:17, where 

Matthew writes about the eleven disciples at the time of the risen Lord’s appearance to them on 

the mountain: “And when they saw him they worshiped him; and they doubted.” Most 

translations soften this to “but some doubted.” But Matthew seems to be concerned about a 

problem of “little faith” in the Christian community he addresses. Even the presence of the risen 

Lord does not automatically provide the remedy. In our present passage in the Sermon, little faith 

has allowed disciples to become preoccupied with food and drink. It can happen today. 

VI. Luke on Worry and the Kingdom (Luke 12:13-34) 

A. Luke knows of the same sayings regarding preoccupation with concerns about food, drink and 

clothing, but instead of including them in his Sermon on the Plain, he chooses to have Jesus 

speak them to the disciples on the road to Jerusalem and he frames them in his own way.  

B. He introduces these Q sayings with material concerning another kind of distraction—greed. 

1. A quarrel between two brothers regarding the family inheritance (12:13-14). 

2. A parable, unique to Luke’s gospel, about a very greedy rich farmer (vv. 16-21): 

Then he told them a parable. “There was a rich man whose land produced a bountiful 

harvest. He asked himself, ‘What shall I do, for I do not have space to store my 

harvest?’ And he said, ‘This is what I shall do: I shall tear down my barns and build 

larger ones. There I shall store all my grain and other goods and I shall say to myself, 

“Now as for you [literally, “Self”], you have so many good things stored up for many 

years, rest, eat, drink, be merry!”’ But God said to him, ‘You fool, this night your life 

will be demanded of you [will be foreclosed on]; and the things you have prepared, to 

whom will they belong?’ Thus will it be for the one who stores up treasure for himself 

but is not rich in what matters to God [literally, ‘is not rich before God’].” 
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C. This parable is a cartoon of a man so greedy that he has broken his covenant relationships in all 

four possible ways:  

1. With the gift of the land (he has forgotten that the good of the earth are meant to meet the 

needs of all) 

2. With the community (he consults only himself, and apparently plans to party alone) 

3. With the gift of his life (which he sees merely as another possession), and 

4. With his relationship with God (whose presence interrupts his monologue!). 

D. The parable provides the perfect introduction to the material Matthew presented in the second 

part of chapter 6 in the Sermon on the Mount, with its emphasis on little faith and seeking first 

the kingdom of the Father. 

E. Luke then seals the message with his own arrangement of some other sayings of Jesus about 

kingdom and treasure (Luke 12: 32-34): 

“Do not be afraid any longer, little flock, for your Father is pleased to give you the 

kingdom. Sell your belongings and give alms. Provide money bags for yourselves that do 

not wear out, an inexhaustible treasure in heaven that no thief can reach nor moth destroy. 

For where your treasure is, there also will your heart be.” 

F. Luke will show in the Acts of the Apostles how this promise of the kingdom comes true in the 

story of the Jerusalem Christian community. 

1. “All who believed were together and held all things in common” (Acts 2:44). 

2. “The community of believers was of one heart and one mind, and no claimed that any of his 

possessions was his own, but they held everything in common. . . . There was no needy 

person in their midst . . .” (Acts 4:32-35) [cf. the Jubilee legislation of  Deuteronomy 15]. 

And see the letters of Paul. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What is biblical “heart talk” all about? 

2. How does the place of “the evil eye” in Mediterranean culture help you understand Matthew’s talk about 

having a healthy eye? How does that fit his passage about material concerns? 

3. How does seeking first the kingdom of God address concerns like having enough food, drink and 

clothing? 

4. How does Luke’s presentation of the same sayings (e.g., with the parable of the Rich Fool) enhance our 

understanding of Jesus’ teaching? 
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Topic 10: Judge Not, but Use Your Head and Heart 

(Matt. 7:1-12; Luke 6:31, 37-42; 11:6-32) 

I. In the next twelve verses, Jesus uses biblical imagery for how we perceive or focus our 

attention (eye) and what is the root orientation of our desires and actions (habits of the 

heart). 

II. Measure for Measure: Varieties of Judgment (Matt. 7:1-5) 

“Stop judging, that you [plural through v. 2] may not be judged. For as you judge, so will 

you be judged, and the measure with which you measure will be measured out to you. 

Why do you [singular through v. 5] notice the splinter in your brother’s eye, but do not 

perceive the wooden beam in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me 

remove that splinter from your eye,’ while the wooden beam is in your eye? Hypocrite, 

remove the wooden beam from your eye first then you will see clearly to remove the 

splinter from your brother’s eye.” 

A. What kind of judging is forbidden here? The passive expression of the consequence “that you 

may not be judged” (a “divine passive”) lets us know that what is forbidden is God-like 

judgment (no doubt, in the sense of condemnation). 

B. God’s ultimate judgment is illustrated a lot in Matthew’s Gospel: 

1. Matt. 13:30 (weeds and wheat) 

2. 13:48 (good fish, bad fish in the net) 

3. 25:1-13 (wise and foolish groomsmaids) 

4. 25:31-45 (the judgment of the nations into blessed and accursed). 

C. Compare this passage with the divine-human reciprocity of the sixth petition of the Lord’s Prayer 

(“Forgive us as we forgive others”). 

D. The second verse—“For as you judge, so will you be judged, and the measure with which you 

measure will be measured out to you”—broadens “judging” to include positive as well as 

negative judgment. 

E. Luke’s version in the Sermon on the Plain, accentuates both the negative and the positive: “Stop 

judging and you will not be judged. Stop condemning and you will not be condemned. Forgive 

and you will be forgiven. Give and gifts will be given to you; a good measure, packed together, 

shaken down, and overflowing, will be poured into your lap. For the measure with which you 

measure will in return be measured out to you” (Luke 6:37-38, with what is special to Luke in 

italics). 
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1. Whereas Matthew’s placement of the “measure for measure” statement is a warning 

(condemn and you will be condemned), Luke’s context, following the “grain poured out in 

the lap” image, makes it a promise (your generous forgiveness of others with be more than 

reciprocated by God’s generosity to you). 

F. The imagery of the splinter versus the plank in the eye reflects the humorous exaggeration that 

we find in other expressions of Jesus: 

1. Pharisees strain out the gnat and swallow the camel (23:24). 

2. The chance of the rich entering the kingdom is as good as that of a camel getting through the 

eye of a needle. 

G. Notice that the final clause—“Then you will see clearly to remove the splinter from your 

brother’s eye” leaves room for humble fraternal correction. And this is spelled out in the fourth 

speech, On Church Order, in Matthew 18. 

III. Pearls, Dogs and Swine (Matt. 7:6) 

“Do not give [plural form of the verb] what is holy to dogs, or throw your pearls before 

swine, lest they trample them under foot, and turn and tear you to pieces.” 

A. Thinking of some people as “dogs” or “pigs” seems to contradict the mandate not to judge! In 

the context of this part of the Sermon, this maxim appears to warn Jesus’ disciples from offering 

fraternal correction to those outside the community. That effort could backfire. Don’t judge! But 

use your good judgment (prudence) in dealing with people in general. 

IV. Again, Pray! Your Heavenly Father Cares (Matt. 7:7-11) 

“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be 

opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives; and the one who seeks, finds and to the 

one who knocks, the door will be opened. Which one of you would hand his son a stone 

when he asks for a loaf of bread, or a snake when he asks for a fish? If you then, who 

are wicked, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your 

heavenly Father give good things to those who ask him.” 

A. This hardly needs commentary. To encourage people’s trust in God as caring Father, Jesus calls 

them to reflection on their experience as parents. What Father does not recognize that, no matter 

how flawed his character, he will surely look after the needs of his children? If that is true of 

mere mortals, how much more is it likely that the ultimate Parent of all wants the best for his 

children? 

V. Question: 

A. If the Sermon on the Mount has been so thoroughly structured up to this point—the Beatitudes, 

the six “antitheses,” the three pious practices, and, coming soon, three pairs of images 

contrasting those who do the will of the Father with those who don’t—is there any pattern or 

design underlying the sayings we have been studying (vv. 6:19-7:11)?   
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B. Here is one that has been suggested: 

 

VI. Luke’s Treatment of These Sayings 

A. Luke’s placement of this teaching in his chapter 11—following Jesus’ teaching his disciples how 

to pray by way of the example of the Lord’s Prayer and the parable of the Friend at Midnight—is 

quite natural. Maybe it is even where Luke found it in Q.  

B. Where Matthew says, “If you then, who are wicked, know how to give good gifts to your 

children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good things to those who ask him?”—

Luke has, “How much more will the Father in heaven give the holy Spirit to those who ask 

him?” This fits Luke’s emphasis on the Holy Spirit as the great gift of all in his two-volume 

work. 

C. Note the placement of the Golden Rule.  For Matthew it comes at 7:11, where it stands as the 

“other book end” in parallel with 5:17: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the 

prophets. I have come not to abolish but to fulfill.” So the statements about fulfilling and 

summarizing the law and the prophets form an “inclusio” bracketing the very teachings of Jesus 

that do the fulfilling. Luke, on the other hand, places the Golden Rule (without reference to “the 

law and the prophets”) at Luke 6:30, which puts the saying in a specific and new context, almost 

equidistant between the repeated command: “Love your enemies” (vv. 27b and 35a). In this new 

context the Golden Rule becomes a strategy for loving the enemy; try to see the situation from 

the point of view of those who hate you, curse you, abuse you strike you, rob you and beg from 

you. Try to put on your enemy’s point of view. [This is precisely what MLK, Jr. does in his 

speech, “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Silence,” where he imagines how the Vietnamese 

perceived the U.S. occupying troops (“strange liberators”)]. 
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D. What is special about Luke’s presentation of Jesus’ teaching on prayer: The parable of the 

Friend at Midnight (Luke 11:5-8).  

E. And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend to whom he goes at midnight and 

says, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, for a friend of mine has arrived at my house 

from a journey and I have nothing to offer him,’ and he says in reply from within, ‘Do not 

bother me; the door has already been locked and my children and I are already in bed. I 

cannot get up to give you anything.’ I tell you, if he does not get up to give him the loaves 

because of their friendship, he will get up to give him whatever he needs because of his 

persistence [anaideia, which does not mean ‘persistence,’ the usual translation, but rather 

something like ‘avoidance of shame’] .” 

1. Traditionally understood as a story about persistence, this parable may well be about 

assurance that the Father responds to prayer. 

2. Likely cultural background: 

a. A visitor must be served a meal (basic hospitality). 

b. It was a matter of honor for a village to have a reputation for hospitality. 

c. An essential for any meal is bread—not only as menu item but also as implement. 

d. Everyone in the immediate neighborhood knew who baked bread that day. 

e. One awakens a sleeping neighbor by (familiar) voice, not by knocking. 

3. The key question: is the anaideia (“non-shame”) of v. 8 a quality of the sleeper or of the 

needful neighbor? Context suggests it is the embedded neighbor, who if he doesn’t get up 

because the one making the request is his friend, will nevertheless get up to help because of 

his “avoidance of the shame” [of hurting the town’s reputation for hospitality]. 

4. This is in line with the point of v. 13 (“If you, then , who are wicked  . . .”). On this and other 

parables of Luke, see Kenneth Bailey, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976). 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Does Jesus teach that we are not to use our capacity for judgment? If not, what kind of judgment is he 

forbidding when he says, “Judge not!” 

2. When Jesus says, “Remove the plank from your own eye, then you will see clearly to remove the speck 

from your brother’s eye,” does that mean that there is in fact a place for fraternal correction in the 

Christian community? 

3. “Do not cast your pearls before swine.” Is not a person doing some kind of judging when he/she thinks of 

them as dogs or swine? How does this saying possibly fit the context of this passage? 

4. What does the analogy about a faulty father caring for his children do to your attitude about prayer of 

petition? 

5. Do you ask for the gift of the Holy Spirit? If not, why? 

6. How might a knowledge of Mediterranean peasant culture help us better understand this parable? 

7. What is the effect of Luke’s placement of the Golden Rule in his Sermon on the Plain? 
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Topic 11: Do What You Hear! 

I. To dramatize the urgency of doing what one hears Jesus say, he develops three strong 

images illustrating the alternatives of responding or not: 

A. The way of life versus the way of death 

B. The fruitfulness of the true prophet versus the ultimate sterility of the false prophet 

C. The wise person who builds on rock versus the foolish person who builds on sand 

II. The “Two Ways” Theme (Matt. 7:13-14) 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road [hē hodos, also 

“way”] broad that leads to destruction, and those who enter through it are many. How 

narrow the gate and constricted the road that leads to life. And those who find it are 

few.”  

A. The Two Ways is a theme in both testaments. Some Old Testament examples: 

1. Psalm 1.  Beatitude to the person who delights in the way of the Lord. He’s like a fertile, 

productive tree. The way of the wicked leads to a life like chaff blowing in the wind. 

2. Deut 30:15. Either “Life and prosperity” or “death and doom.” Choose life! See Jer 21:8. 

3. The Didache, a manual of discipline or catechism used by the early church, which some 

scholars date as early as A.D. 50, sets out Christian practice as a way of life as opposed to the 

way of death in its first six chapters. And the Way of Life for the authors of the Didache is 

precisely a summary of the central teachings of the Sermon on the Mount/Plain. 

B. Some New Testament examples: 

1. When Mark introduces John the Baptist with the quotation from Isa. 40:3, “Prepare the way 

of the Lord,” he strikes a major theme of the Gospel. Chapter 8-10 mention “the way” seven 

times. To be “on the road” with Jesus means to learn and follow his way. And they are deaf 

and blind to it in this section. 

C. Matthew works this “way” theme in his own way 

1. “Settle up with your opponent on the way” (5:25). 

2. Jesus describes John the Baptist as teaching “the way of righteousness” (21:32). 

3. The Pharisees ironically admit that Jesus teaches “the way of God” (22:16). 

4. Matthew revises the account of the healing of blind Bartimaeus by telling instead about two 

blind men” who are “sitting by the roadside [hodos, “way”].” Does he double the blind man 



THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT S T U D Y  G U I D E 

   W W W . N O W Y O U K N O W M E D I A . C O M  /  1 - 8 0 0 - 9 5 5 - 3 9 0 4  /  © 2 0 1 2  6 0  

to match the two Zebedee brothers, suggesting that the worldly notion of discipleship implied 

in their ambition was a case of temporary blindness? 

D. Luke develops “the Way” theme in his own way 

1. He stretches Mark’s one-chapter trip on the way to Jerusalem into a ten-chapter trip, and 

places there Jesus’ teaching on following Jesus’ way—e.g. what love one’s neighbor means 

(Good Samaritan parable) and how to pray (the Lord’s Prayer, in chapter 12). 

2. The church is called “the Way” in Acts 9:2, 16:17. 

3. So for Matthew, “the Way” is surely the way of life taught by Jesus in the Sermon. 

III. True and False Prophets (vv. 15-23) 

“Beware of false prophets [pseudoprophētōn], who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but 

underneath are ravenous wolves. By their fruits you will know them. Do people pick 

grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Just so, every good tree bears good 

fruit, and a rotten tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a 

rotten tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down 

and thrown into the fire. So by their fruits you will know them. 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 

the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, 

‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name? Did we not drive out demons in your 

name? Did we not do mighty deeds in your name? Then I will declare to them solemnly, 

‘I never knew you. Depart from me, you evildoers.’” 

A. Jesus uses a powerful rhetorical strategy in this teaching: 

1. He seems at first to be addressing “other folks,” prophets who come to them in sheep’s 

clothing. 

2. As you judge trees by the fruit they produce, judge prophets by their deeds. Do they practice 

what they preach? 

3. But then, the prophets turn out to be Christian. They address Jesus as ‘Lord,’ and they drive 

out demons and do mighty deeds in his name.’ By this time the audience remembers that 

Jesus, in the expansion of last Beatitude, had addressed them as prophets (5:12). 

4. Thus, the listeners are warned that, unless they do the will of their Father in heaven (as 

expressed by Jesus in the “antitheses” of chapter 5), even if their ministry is effective in 

preaching and healing (!), they are like rotten trees and false prophets. 

B. If we wonder how Jesus can picture false prophet within the Christian community, other parts of 

the Gospel of Matthew reflect this possibility of a community of the good and the bad that will 

finally experience a divine “sorting out”—the Final Judgment: 

1. The parable of the weeds and the wheat (one harvest, two crops) 
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2. The parable of the net full of good and bad fish (one net-full, two catches) 

3. The parable of the wedding feast, where the servants gather the good and bad and the host 

proceeds to sort them out (for example, the man who didn’t use the [presumably available] 

wedding garment) 

IV. Luke’s Version of These Q Sayings (Luke 6:43-46, in His Sermon on the Plain) 

A. Simply emphasizes the reality that human beings act out the kind of people they have become, 

especially in their speech. And in his version Jesus is more direct in saying that the speakers of 

‘Lord, Lord’ are among his listeners: 

1. “A good tree does not bear rotten fruit, nor does a rotten tree bear good fruit. For every 

tree is known by its own fruit. For people do not pick figs from thornbushes, nor do 

they gather grapes from brambles. A good person out of the store of goodness [agathou 

thēsaurou] in his heart produces good, but an evil person out of a store of evil produces 

evil; from the fullness of the heart the mouth speaks. 

“Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ but not do what I command?” 

B. This talk of words and deeds coming from the heart, also strong in Matthew, is a special 

emphasis in Luke: 

1. John the Baptist will turn the hearts of father toward their children (1:17). 

2. The Magnificat speaks of the Mighty One scattering “the arrogant of mind and heart” (1:51). 

3. Mary ponders things “in her heart” after key moments (2:19 shepherds; 2:51 finding in the 

temple). 

4. For Luke, encounter with Jesus reveals “thoughts of the heart” (5:22 the healing of the 

paralytic; 9:47 Jesus realized the intention of their hearts). 

5. For Luke, the heart is the place where one accepts or rejects the word of God. In the Acts of 

the Apostles Luke says of Lydia that she “listened, and the Lord opened her heart to pay 

attention to what Paul was saying: (16:14). Like Matthew, Luke insists that the Christian life 

has a great deal to do with the habits of the heart, and those habits, traditionally called 

virtues, are delicate interactions of the grace of God (who “opened her heart”) and the 

freedom of human response (she “listened”). 

V. The Parable of the Wise and Foolish Builders 

A. Matthew and Luke both reflect what they found in the Q version of the Sermon, beginning with a 

set of Beatitudes, emphasizing nonviolence and love of enemies, and touching on judgment and 

integrity of heart, both end with the parable of the wise and foolish builders. 

1. “Everyone who listens to these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man 

who built his house on rock.” (Matt. 7:24) 
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B. The main point is there in the first verse. In dreams, a house is a primal symbol for the condition 

of one’s life at the time of the dream. So building one’s house = carrying out one’s life project. 

Doing that successfully requires hearing and doing what Jesus teaches in the Sermon. Not just 

instructions for a group but a manual for being fully human. 

C. A paradoxical teaching: the (apparently vulnerable) way of living nonviolently and loving 

enemies brings ultimate security one one’s life. Jesus refers to this paradox elsewhere: “For 

whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” 

(Matt. 16:25). 

VI. “The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and buffeted the house. But it did 

not collapse; it had been set solidly on rock.” (7:26-27) 

A. Do the rain, the floods, and the winds stand for something specific? As in the case of the 

allegorical explanation of the details of the parable of the sower (Matt. 13:1-23), these natural 

threats likely mirror the meaning of the rapacious birds, the scorching sun, and the constricting 

thorn bushes—i.e. temptations of the evil one, tribulations and persecution, worldly anxiety and 

the lure or riches (verses 20-22.  

VII. “And everyone who listens to these words of mine but does not act on them will be like 

a fool who built his house on sand. The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew 

and buffeted the house. And it collapsed and was completely ruined.” 

A. With this statement, we realize that what we have here in this discourse about builders is not 

really a parable but a pair of similes, which line up with the comparisons that precede them—

the good and bad trees, the true and false prophets. It is the sharpest set of alternatives of all. The 

difference between doing and not doing the teaching of Jesus’ Sermon is not simply the 

difference between good and bad. It is the difference between security and utter disaster. The 

alternative to living the life to which Jesus invites us is not simply sad. It is complete 

catastrophe. This is not good advice. It is, to use another image, a wake-up call in a burning 

house. 

B. Luke’s version of these similes is virtually the same, except that where Matthew’s version 

envisions a flooding coming from a furious rainstorm, Luke’s scenario is flooding from an 

overflowing river. That suggests to some scholars that he is influenced by conditions familiar to 

him, perhaps in Antioch on the River Orantes. The message is the same, and equally 

catastrophic. But the bad news of the consequences of failure to hear and do only heightens the 

power of the joy of the Beatitudes. Luke’s Sermon on the Plain has a symmetrical framework: 

beatitudes and woes at the beginning balanced by builder on foundation vs. builder on ground at 

the end. 

C. The imagery of the two buildings resonates with both depth psychology and biblical imagery 

about the church.  

1. In dreams, a house reflects the current quality of one’s life. 
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2. In regard to the community of the church, Matthew’s account of Jesus appointing Simon bar 

Jonah as the Rock (petra) on which he will build his church (16:18) may relate directly to the 

similes at the end of the Sermon. The teachings of the Sermon, after all, are addressed to 

Jesus’ followers, healed and called to live according to these teachings and to pray “Thy 

kingdom come!” The Messiah, as Son of David, was expected to be a temple builder. 

Chapter 16 tells how Jesus builds the new temple of the church. 

3. Paul’s letters call Christians to use their gifts to build up the body of the new temple of the 

church (see Romans 12). The Sermon really is about building community. 

VIII. The Transitional Verses (Matt. 7:28-8:1) 

7:29-29: When Jesus finished these words, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, 

for he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes. 

8:1: When Jesus came down from the mountain, great crowds followed him. 

A. Every detail counts with the gospel writers. The fact that the crowds are said to respond to his 

teaching, makes it clear that Matthew understood the crowds, healing and following, were 

definitely part of Jesus’ audience. 

B. That Jesus taught them as one having authority and not as their scribes is an assertion that 

the author met in one of his main sources, Mark. Mark’s first full narrative in his account of the 

public ministry of Jesus is the cure of the demoniac in Capernaum synagogue (Mark 1:21-28).  

The account is framed with references to Jesus’ teaching authority: “The people were astonished 

at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority and not as the scribes” (v. 22). 

Then follows the account of the demon deliverance in the next four verses. Then Mark writes: 

“All were amazed and asked one another, ‘What is this? A new teaching with authority’” (v. 27). 

The reader is also amazed, for Mark has only told about the demonic deliverance but has said 

nothing about his teaching in the synagogue. Matthew’s presentation of Jesus’ teaching in the 

Sermon on the Mount as the first fully described act in his public ministry. For Matthew omits 

Mark’s account of the healing of the demoniac in the synagogue, but saves the crowd’s amazed 

response to describe their response to that three-chapter teaching. “The crowds were astonished 

at his teaching for he taught them as one having authority and not as their scribes.” In the Gospel 

of Matthew we know what teaching they are talking about. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. How does the theme of “the two ways” turn up in Old and New Testaments? 

2. How does this image of Christian discipleship as a way (or “road”) affect your will of understanding your 

faith? 

3. Is Jesus’ language of “false prophets” meant to prompt us to look for pseudo-prophets in our community? 

Or is it meant, rather, as a call to self-examination? 

4. What do you make of the strong theme of divine judgment in the Gospel of Matthew (as in the image of 

final “sorting out”—weeds and wheat, good fish and bad fish, those with enough oil for their torch and 

those who are not, people with wedding garments and those who are not, builders on sand and builders on 

rock)? 

5. Do you accept Jesus as “one who speaks with authority” in your own life? 

6. What do you think about his own sense of his divinity? What role might it have played—or not—for him and for 

others? 

7. How do you judge his achievements and legacy?  

 



THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT S T U D Y  G U I D E 

   W W W . N O W Y O U K N O W M E D I A . C O M  /  1 - 8 0 0 - 9 5 5 - 3 9 0 4  /  © 2 0 1 2  6 5  

Topic 12: Post-Biblical Responses to Jesus’ Teaching on 

Nonviolence 

I. Introduction 

A. Christians have generally understood Jesus’ teaching as a call to be peaceable people in their 

personal lives. Where we have differed over the centuries is in how to apply his teaching to the 

question of participating in war making—about which Jesus did not teach directly. He lamented 

that Jerusalem never learned “what makes for peace” from him (Luke 19:40-44). As the disciples 

of Jesus grew into a larger presence in the Empire and eventually in later national states, 

Christians necessarily had to apply his teaching to the issue of international war making. It is a 

story worth reviewing. 

B. Let’s try to tell the story from the beginning. 

II. The Paradoxical Gospel Portrait of Jesus: A Nonviolent Messiah 

A. Most first-century Jews expected a Messiah (Anointed One) like David, i.e., a warrior king. 

Jesus preferred to identify as the Son of Man or Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord (as in Isaiah 42 and 

49 and 52-53 and also 61). 

B. Jesus countered that idea by choosing to ride a draft animal into Jerusalem, evoking the picture 

of a peace-making king given in Zechariah 9:9. 

III. The Early Church 

A. During the first two centuries, non-citizens of the Empire (which included most Christians) were 

not recruited for the militia. 

B. Jesus’ teaching on nonviolence and enemy love were understood, taught, and practiced on the 

level of daily personal encounters. 

C. Justin Martyr (fl. 150) prays for emperor and empire and understands the Christian community 

as already fulfilling the messianic age imaged by Isaiah 2:4. 

D. Tertullian (ca. 200), first to address the issue of Christians serving in the military. He does not 

see how Christian soldiering is warranted: “Even if soldiers came to John and got advice on how 

they ought to act, even if the centurion became a believer, the Lord, by taking away Peter’s 

sword, disarmed every soldier thereafter. We are not allowed to wear any uniform that 

symbolizes a sinful act.” 

E. Others, like Hippolytus of Rome and Origen considered warfare and involvement with capital 

punishment incompatible with Christian practice. 
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IV. The “Constantinian Turn” and the Emergence of the Just War Criteria 

A. Fourth century Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity, Theodosius made it the religion of 

the empire. 

B. Many Christians rose to positions of public responsibility regarding the protection and defense of 

the empire. 

C. Thinkers like Ambrose and Augustine helped the Church recognize the need to implement the 

right of an empire to defend itself against aggression and the Christian need to ensure that such 

defense was in the spirit of love of neighbor and love of enemy. 

D. They built upon an ancient tradition going back to Aristotle and Cicero and developed criteria 

that we know as the just war tradition. 

E. Aquinas, Vitoria and Suarez refined that tradition now summarized in versions of the following 

criteria to adjudicate whether a possible war is just. It must be: 

1. A defensive war warranted by a just cause 

2. Declared by legitimate authority (not a private individual) 

3. Conducted for a right intention 

4. As a last resort 

5. With a reasonable probability of success, 

6. With a proportionality between the likely destruction and the good sought 

F. Two more criteria are required during the actual conduct of the war: 

1. Proportionality must be maintained. 

2. Noncombatant immunity must be protected. 

V. Recent Developments in the Twentieth Century: From Just War to Nonviolence 

A. The 20
th

 century saw: 

1.  The emergence of persons inspired by Jesus to use Jesus’ examples of nonviolence to 

respond to other kinds of oppression and injustice 

2. The invention of nuclear weapons as a profound challenge to the possibility of a just war 

(especially regarding the criteria of proportionality and noncombatant immunity) 

B. Two major figures implement Jesus’ teaching as strategies of “creative nonviolence” to address 

justice issues: 
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1. Mohandas Gandhi, inspired by Tolstoy to study Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, confronts the 

British wool monopoly with his wool-spinning movement; he confronts the British salt 

monopoly with his salt march. 

2. Martin Luther King, Jr., inspired by reading Gandhi, develops the strategies of the bus 

boycott and sit-ins, and finally confronts the U.S. federal government regarding the Vietnam 

War by paying attention to the experience of “the enemy.” 

C. World War II gives rise to new reflection and response to modern warfare. 

1. Romans 13 dominates German Christian thinking during the rise of Nazism 

2. The teaching of Jesus inspires some Germans and Austrians to resist Hitler’s war as 

unjustified: Lutheran Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Catholic peasant Franz Jägerstätter 

(recently beatified). 

3. John Ford, S.J., analyzes the immorality of the bombing of whole populations. 

4. Foundation of Pax Christi International in France (1945) [and a US chapter in 1972] 

5. August of 1945: the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

6. Vatican Council II’s document Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 

the Modern World, 1965) developed the Church teaching on war and peace in a variety of 

ways: 

a. Affirmed that peace is not merely the absence of war but an enterprise of justice (# 78) 

b. Expressed support for pacifists, “those who renounce the use of violence in the 

vindication of their rights and who resort to methods of defense which are otherwise 

available to weaker parties, provided this can be done without injury to the rights and 

duties of others or of the community itself” (#78) 

c. Reasserted the primacy of conscience in the case of individual soldiers given immoral 

commands (#79). 

d. Supported the principle of conscientious objection by affirming the need to “make 

humane provisions for the case of those who for reasons of conscience refuse to bear 

arms, provided, however that they agree to serve the human community in some other 

way” (#79) 

e. Acknowledged the traditional right of national self-defense: “As long as the danger of 

war remains and there is no competent and sufficiently powerful authority at the 

international level, governments cannot be denied the right to legitimate defense once 

every means of peaceful settlement has been exhausted” (#79) 

f. Affirmed a legitimate role for Christian participation in military service 

g. The sole condemnation by the assembled bishops of Vatican Council II was addressed to 

wars against total populations: “Any act of war aimed indiscriminately at the destruction 
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of entire cities or extensive areas along with their population is a crime against God and 

man himself. It merits unequivocal and unhesitating condemnation” (#80). 

h. They acknowledge that the mere possession of “scientific weapons” may act as a 

deterrent to possible enemy attack (81). But they hastened to add that: 

i. Reliance of such deterrence promotes an arms race that endangers the world and 

exhausts resources needed to address social ills (81).  

ii. [President Eisenhower said the same in 1964.]  

i. 1983, the U.S. Catholic Bishops issue the pastoral letter The Challenge of Peace: God’s 

Promise and Our Response.  

i. They review two traditions, pacifism and the just war theory, and apply these streams 

to the formation of consciences in our day. 

ii. They reiterate Vatican II’s support for conscientious objection. 

iii. They call for a legislative provision to recognize selective conscientious objection. 

iv. They are skeptical that there is any valid use of nuclear arms and, with Pope John 

Paul II, accept the possession of nuclear weapons as a deterrent only as a temporary 

strategy. 

j. 1993: The USCCB, in The Harvest of Justice is Sown in Peace, rejects the possession of 

nuclear weapons as a valid deterrent and specify that progressive disarmament must mean 

a commitment to the total elimination of nuclear weapons, not just as an ideal but as a 

concrete policy goal. 

k. 1998: Seventy-five bishops  in Pax Christi USA publish a more radical assessment: 

“Nuclear deterrence as a national policy must be condemned as morally abhorrent 

because it is the excuse and justification for the continued possession and further 

development of these horrendous weapons.” 

l. The run-up to the invasion of Iraq, John Paul II and the national bishops were strong on 

stressing the criteria of competent authority and last resort. 

m. 2005: Archbishop Celestino Migliore, Vatican ambassador to the UN, levels this 

definitive critique: “The Holy See has never countenanced nuclear deterrence as a 

permanent measure, nor does it today when it is evident that nuclear deterrence drives the 

development of ever new nuclear arms, thus preventing genuine nuclear disarmament. 

Nuclear weapons assault life on the planet, they assault the planet itself, and in so 

doing they assault the process of continuing development of the planet. The 

preservation of the Non-Proliferation Treaty demands an unequivocal commitment 

to genuine nuclear disarmament.” 
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VI. What we learn from the history of Christian response to Jesus’ teaching on nonviolence 

and love of enemies: new contexts call for fresh responses. 

A. The early Christian centuries 

1. In the early centuries, the minority and largely non-citizen status of Christians was such that 

is was a clear choice for followers of Jesus not to participate in the Empire’s militia to avoid 

the pressures of idolatry and the possibility of shedding blood. 

2. With the “Constantinian turn,” many Christians rose to positions of civic responsibility 

requiring to work out a rationale for defending the common good when it was threatened by 

outside forces; they found it is the developing just war tradition. 

B. U.S. Catholics in the 20
th

 century 

1. During the first two thirds of the 20
th

 century, we U.S. Catholics saw ourselves as a minority 

group because of our immigrant status or descent. 

2. The pressure to prove ourselves as patriotic citizens, combined with the clear evil of Hitler’s 

project, made it difficult to closely scrutinize the morality of some of the means of war, such 

as: 

a. The quarantining of Japanese Americans 

b. The “carpet bombing” of cities 

c. The nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

3. The cumulative experience of two world wars provided the new context for reflection and 

teaching within Christian communities giving rise to the teaching of John XXIII, Paul VI, 

Vatican II’s Gaudium et Spes, John Paul II, and Benedict XVI. 

4. Now the Church’s official teaching “embraces a composite position: nonviolence but when 

that fails, just war—the justified, limited, and accountable use of force,” the assessment of 

ethicist Drew Christiansen, S.J., “Of Many Things,” America (October 20, 2008, p. 2).  
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Is it accurate to say that the Church was pacifistic during the first three centuries? 

2. How did “the Constantinian turn” affect the Church’s reflection on Jesus’ teaching about responding to 

hostility nonviolently and about love of enemies? 

3. What major criteria for the just use of military force emerged in the Middle Ages? 

4. What shapes the Church’s thinking today regarding the use of military force for those who follow the way 

of Jesus? 
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