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Translation

Beatitude

3 Happy are the oppressed, because to them belongs the kingdom of heaven. (1)

* Happy are they who grieve, for they shall be comforted. (2)

> Happy are those who have been humbled, for they will inherit the earth. (3)

® Happy are those who hunger and thirst after justice, for they shall be satisfied. (4)
" Happy are those who show mercy, for they shall be shown mercy. (5)

® Happy are the pure in heart, for they will see God. (6)



° Happy are those who are peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God. (7)

' Happy are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven. (8)

" Happy are you whenever they reproach you and persecute you and [lying] speak all kinds
of evil concerning you for my sake. (9)

'2 Be joyful and be glad because in heaven your reward is great. For in the same way they
persecuted the prophets who came before you.”

Notes
a. ol TTwyol T TrelpaTt, lit. “the poor in spirit.” See Comment.

b. Some witnesses ( X' 33 vg™ sa™ bo) add viv, “now,” thereby emphasizing the
contrast between the present time and future eschatological blessings.

c. A few witnesses (D 33 vg sy° bo™) put v 4 after v 5, in order to put ol Tpaets, “the
meek” (v 5a), immediately after ol TTwxol TG TvedpaTL, “the poor in spirit” (v 3a), as well
as thereby juxtaposing the reference to TGV oUpavav, “heaven” (v 3b), and Thv yfv, “earth”
(v 5b). See TCGNT, 12.

d. ol mpaels, lit. “the meek.”

e. Or “righteousness” (StkatoaUvny).

f. Some important MSS (X

C D/ it vg®™ syP) omit the intensive pronoun avTol, “they.”

g. A few witnesses (0133, vg® sy*) insert ol dvBpwot, “people,” by the influence of the
parallel in Luke 6:22.

h. The critical text places Yevddpevor, “lying,” in brackets because of uncertainty about
whether the word (which is omitted in D it sy®) should be included. The word was possibly
omitted in the Western textual tradition by way of harmonization with Luke 6:22. On the
other hand, the word may be a scribal addition designed to clarify the text. See TCGNT, 12—
13.

i. Many Mss (C W © f1 TR syp’h mae) insert pfipa, “word,” which appears to be the
addition of a natural complement to the verb elmooLy, “speak.”

j. D it read ikatootlvns, “righteousness,” in place of €pod, “my.” sy ;> has in the same
place ToU dvépaTtos pov, for the sake of “my name.”

k. U sy™ add the subject ot maTépes adTév, “their fathers,” through the influence of the
parallel in Luke 6:26.

1. D adds UmdpyovTas, “who ruled,” i.e., the prophets in charge before you.

m. sy° omits ToUs TpO VLGV, “who came before you.”

Form/Structure/Setting

A. The opening of this discourse, with its decisive pronouncements of the blessedness of
those who receive the kingdom, befits the setting of the discourse as well as the material that
follows. The form of these affirmations, the so-called beatitudes, is found with many minor



variations in Hellenistic literature but is also well known in the OT and was taken up by the
rabbis. The same form—an initial pakdptos, “blessed” or “happy,” without the copula—is
thus found frequently in the LXX (e.g., Pss 1:1; 2:12; 105[106]:3; 118[119]:1; Isa 30:18; for
the OT background, see esp. Zimmerli). For rabbinic parallels, see .agH .b 14b; Yoma .b 87a
(see further Str-B 1:189). The beatitude form is also common in the NT. Outside the Sermon
on the Mount (and Luke’s Sermon on the Plain), see Matt 11:6; 13:16; 16:17; 24:46; Luke
1:45; 11:27-28; 12:37-38; 14:14-15; 23:29; John 13:17; 20:29. See, too, Rom 14:22; Jas
1:12; Rev 1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 14. Although other NT beatitudes employ the
6T clause, it is rare outside the NT, and Matthew’s consistent use of it is unique.

B. Only four of the beatitudes are paralleled in Luke, where they also occur at the
beginning of the sermon (Luke 6:20b—23). Luke gives the first, fourth, second, and ninth
beatitudes, in that order, although none of these is in verbatim agreement with Matthew. The
major difference is that the second part of Luke’s first three beatitudes is in the second person
plural rather than in the third person plural as in Matthew. The first two beatitudes in Luke
(i.e., Matthew’s first and fourth) are closest in form, but Luke lacks Matthew’s év mvelpaTt,
“in spirit,” in the first, where Luke also has “kingdom of God” (not “heaven”), and the words
kat dupdrTes TNHv dikatootvny, “and thirst for righteousness,” in the second. Luke’s third
beatitude is similar in thought rather than vocabulary, and the fourth contains numerous
differences in wording. Luke furthermore has four corresponding woes (Luke 6:24-26) that
follow the beatitudes directly and serve as their counterparts.

The explanation of this state of affairs remains unclear. Both the Matthean beatitudes and
the Lukan beatitudes/woes reflect careful, artistic construction. It seems unlikely that they
used the same source here, for then one or the other omitted what would appear to be
irresistible material (Luke, several beatitudes; Matthew, the woes). It may well be that each
evangelist follows an independent, though overlapping, oral tradition. This material, as it is
found in both of the Gospels, exhibits content and form that the early Church very likely
would have committed to memory.

C. It is clear that the evangelist has carefully structured this passage with its nine
successive sentences beginning with the word pakdprot, “blessed.” Each of the first eight
beatitudes consists of (1) the initial pakdprot; (2) designation of those called “happy”; and
(3) a 67u clause describing the reason or ground of the predication of happiness. At the same
time, however, the structure is not altogether rigid. The ninth and last beatitude (vv 11-12) is
by far the most different in form, shifting as it does from the third to the second person plural
(“happy are you”), adding the lengthy 6Tav (“whenever”) clause, and delaying the 6Tt (“for”)
clause by the insertion of the verbs at the beginning of v 12 (“be joyful and be glad”). Indeed,
because of this distinctiveness, the ninth appears not to have been a part of the original
collection. Such a conclusion also finds support in the verbatim agreement of the 6Tt clause
of the eighth beatitude (v 10), 6Tt avTOv éoTv 1 Bacihela TGOV ovpavdy, “because theirs is
the kingdom of heaven,” with that of the first (v 3), thereby forming an inclusio.

Other slight modifications of the parallelism can be seen in the addition of defining
datives in the first and sixth beatitudes, vv 3 (mvetpaTt, “in spirit”) and 8 (T1) kapdiq, “in
heart”), as well as the more expanded subjects of the fourth and eighth beatitudes in vv 6
(“those who hunger and thirst after righteousness”) and 10 (“those who are persecuted for
righteousness’ sake™). The strict parallelism of the simple future passive in the 6Tu clause is
found only in the second, fourth, and fifth beatitudes, vv 4, 6, and 7 (but cf. also the seventh
beatitude, v 9). One further parallel of note occurs in the évekev Sikatoolvns, “for
righteousness’ sake,” of the eighth beatitude (v 10) and the évekev épo?, “for my sake,” of
the ninth beatitude (v 11).

D. It is difficult to determine the extent to which the Matthean form of the beatitudes is
the creation of the evangelist.



A number of scholars (e.g., Guelich, Sermon; Davies-Allison) have concluded for a
variety of reasons (see Davies-Allison) that Matthew has derived eight (Gundry: four) of the
nine beatitudes from his sources (the exception being the eighth, which is regarded as a
Matthean creation), though some argue that Matthew has also created the third (or even the
second four; thus Gundry). The argument (e.g., E. Bammel, TDNT 6:904) that the third
beatitude was created as a gloss on the first (in some MSS it is reversed with the second
beatitude) depends too much on an unjustified presupposition that originally there were seven
beatitudes in the collection. A further conclusion (Luz; Guelich, Sermon; Schweizer; Gnilka;
Davies-Allison) is that only three of these nine go back to Jesus himself (i.e., the first, second,
and fourth), namely, three of the four found in Luke and thus presumably in Q (Luke’s fourth,
“blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and defame
you on account of the Son of Man” [= Matthew’s ninth], is said to exhibit secondary
characteristics; thus Guelich, Sermon). There seems little reason, however, not to accept that
all nine beatitudes are derived from tradition by Matthew (without denying his redactional
hand, as, e.g., in vv 3, 6). Why would he create a beatitude (i.e., the eighth) that simply
reduplicated the thought of the ninth rather than creating an entirely new one? Moreover, the
Matthean vocabulary (e.g., “righteousness”) does not guarantee that this beatitude could not
be derived from tradition. To assert that only three go back to Jesus assumes criteria that are
too restrictive and presumes to know more than we can know.

Although we are limited to speculation in this regard, it may well be the case that the
beatitudes were transmitted through oral tradition essentially as they appear in the Gospel.
The essential structure of the beatitudes can indeed go back to Jesus himself. If we allow
ourselves a further guess, based upon the form of Matthew’s beatitudes, the following may be
said. It appears that the first eight beatitudes are a unity in themselves, with the ending of the
eighth forming an inclusio with the ending of the first and serving as an appropriate
conclusion: “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” The ninth beatitude, on the other hand, not
only repeats the thought of the eighth concerning persecution but shifts to the second person
plural, “Happy are you.” It may be that the evangelist has added this beatitude to the eighth,
possibly drawing it from another tradition (which we may say because of the shift in person
and Luke’s similar fourth beatitude) but also shaping it in his own way. More probably Jesus
orig inally spoke the beatitudes using the second person plural form that we see in Luke, and
the evangelist, or someone before him, has altered the form to the third person plural to
objectify these teachings and hence make clear their universal significance. (For the beatitude
form using the second person plural form, see Ps 127[128]:2 and Luke 14:4, as well as the
Lukan parallel to the present pericope.)

E. It is also difficult to ascertain much significance in the order of the beatitudes. The first
and eighth (and ninth) beatitudes set the tone for the entire collection, referring to those who
are “poor in spirit” or oppressed and those who are persecuted. Closely related to this
emphasis are the second (“those who mourn™), third (“those humbled”), and fourth (“those
who hunger for justice) beatitudes. Thus, the first four beatitudes form a more or less single
unit of thought focusing on the needy. On the other hand, there is some relationship in thought
between the fifth and seventh beatitudes, in which those who are designated as blessed are
described in relation to others as “merciful” and “peacemakers.” These two beatitudes
together with the sixth, concerning “the pure in heart,” come closest to being of the ethical
exhortation type, characteristic of the wisdom tradition, over against the apocalyptic type of
declarative statement concerning the future (see Guelich, Sermon, 64-65). Although all the
beatitudes can be said to involve implicit commands, this aspect of the beatitudes is decidedly
secondary to the clear and grace-filled affirmation of the deep happiness of the recipients of
the kingdom (cf. Broer, 52). Some beatitudes describe the unenviable position of the needy,
who have become the blessed recipients of the kingdom, and some describe their demeanor in
these circumstances. This leaves only the sixth beatitude (“the pure in heart”), which could be



related to the condition described in either of these two groups but which alone focuses on the
inner motivation of those who are the blessed ones.

Comment

3 Although the word pakdpiot, which appears as the first word in each of the nine
beatitudes, occurs in Hellenist literature, where it describes those of good fortune, the true
background to the NT use of the word is in the OT (Zimmerli finds forty-six instances in the
Hebrew canon). The LXX often uses the word as a translation of :’j(D'_ X (deeply “happy,
blessed”). The word is of course especially appropriate in the NT in such contexts as the
present one, where it describes the nearly incomprehensible happiness of those who
participate in the kingdom announced by Jesus. Rather than happiness in its mundane sense, it
refers to the deep inner joy of those who have long awaited the salvation promised by God
and who now begin to experience its fulfillment. The paxdpiot are the deeply or supremely
happy.

ol TTwXol TQ mMrelpaTt, lit. “the poor in spirit,” the subject of the first beati tude, refers
to the frame of mind characteristic of the literally poor. Thus, by the added “in spirit,”
Matthew or the tradition before him has not “spiritualized” the Lukan (and probably original)
form of the beatitude (so too Guelich, Sermon). He too means the literally poor, but he
focuses on their psychological condition or frame of mind. The poor are almost always poor
in spirit; the poor in spirit are almost always the poor (cf. Broer [71], who notes that the two
phrases were synonymous in the Judaism of Jesus’ time). In Israel, especially in the post-
exilic period, poverty and piety often went together, the poor (Luz refers to the “déclassé”)
having no other recourse than their hope in God. The poor were driven to complete reliance
upon God, and the righteous poor were thought especially to be the objects of God’s special
concern (cf. Pss 9:18; 33[34]:18; 40:18; Isa 57:15; Jas 2:5). The poor were particularly in
view in expres sions of eschatological hope. In a passage alluded to in Matt 11:5, Isaiah (61:1)
writes:

The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,
because the LORD has anointed me

to bring good tidings to the afflicted [poor];
he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison
to those who are bound.

This passage is almost certainly the basis for the present beatitude. The good news that
has now come to the poor is that the kingdom is “theirs” (a0TOV is in an emphatic position).
Thus this opening beatitude points to eschatological fulfillment (cf. the citation of Isa 61:1-2
and the beginning of Jesus’ Galilean ministry in Luke 4:18-19). The exact expression ‘“poor
in spirit” (2117 M1, nwy rwh) is found in the War Scroll from Qumran (1QM 14:7), where
the community describes itself, the “sons of light,” as those who are poor in spirit. Although
membership in the community entailed a voluntary poverty, this reference indicates how the
literally poor were identified as the righteous. Zimmerli (19) finds the equivalent concept in
the combination of passages in Isaiah referring to the poor (Isa 61:1) and the contrite in spirit
(Isa 57:15; 66:2). On “kingdom of heaven,” see Comment on 3:2. It is important to note that
the present tense is used, €oT{v, “is theirs,” rather than the future tense. Because Jesus is
present, the kingdom is already present, already theirs despite contradictory appearances (cf.
too v 10b). There is, however, at the same time an awareness of an eschatology that is future,
hence the future tenses, especially “they will inherit the earth” (v 5), “they will see God” (v
8), and the future orientation of “great is your reward in heaven” (v 12). F. Hauck thus rightly



calls the beatitudes “sacred paradoxes” (TDNT 4:368) in that they point both to present and to
future blessedness.

4 In the second beatitude we have an even more striking allusion to the words of Isa 61. In
the LXX of Isa 61:2, the one anointed by the Spirit says he has come
Tapakaréoal TavTas Tous mevbolvTas, “to comfort all those who mourn.” Here the key
word (mevBolvTas) is exactly the same as in the beatitude. Thus again we find the
eschatological expectation of the downtrodden and poor, those who suffer. The rabbis
accordingly referred to the Messiah as the “Comforter” (emMénah) because of his mission in
the messianic age (cf. Str-B 1:195). Those who mourn do so because of the seeming slowness
of God’s justice. But they are now to rejoice, even in their troubled circumstances, because
their salvation has found its beginning. The time draws near when they shall be comforted (cf.
Rev. 7:17; 21:4), but they are already to be happy in the knowledge that the kingdom has
arrived. Their salvation is at hand. The verb mapak\nfnfoovTtal is a so-called divine passive,
which assumes God as the acting subject (so too in the fourth, fifth, and seventh beatitudes).

S The third beatitude is practically a quotation of the LXX of Ps 36[37]:11:
ol 8¢ mpaels kAnpovoprjoovoLy TN yfjv, “the meek will inherit the earth.” The Hebrew
word underlying mpaels is _ Y0, "nawima, the same word that occurs in Isa 61:1, which
the LXX there translates mTwxo(, “poor.” Therefore we have approximately the same thought
here as in the first beatitude. In view are not persons who are submissive, mild, and
unassertive, but those who are humble in the sense of being oppressed (hence, “have been
humbled”), bent over by the injustice of the ungodly, but who are soon to realize their reward.
Those in such a condition have no recourse but to depend upon God. The Qumran community
revered Ps 37 and saw themselves as those about to experience the vindication that would
come with messianic fulfillment (4QpPs 37). The “earth” (Tnjv yfjv) originally referred to the
land of Israel, i.e., what was promised to the Jews beginning with the Abrahamic covenant
(cf. Gen 13:15). But in the present context of messianic fulfillment it connotes the regenerated
earth (19:28; cf. Rom 4:13, where kdéopos, “world,” replaces i), promised by the
eschatological passages in the prophets (e.g., [sa 65-66). This beatitude stands in parallel with
the assertion of the first beatitude that the kingdom of heaven belongs to the poor in spirit. It
is possible, though we cannot be certain, that the third beatitude originally followed the first
in synonymous parallelism and that the evangelist broke the couplet by inserting the beatitude
concerning those who mourn, in order to follow the lead of Isa 61:1-2 (thus Guelich, Sermon,
82). See Form/Structure/Setting SE, above. It should be noted that the LXX of Isa 61:7 also
contains the words kAnpovopfioovoly Thv yijv, “they will inherit the land (earth).”

6 In keeping with the preceding, the fourth beatitude names the literally hungry and
thirsty, i.e., the downtrodden and oppressed, who especially hunger and thirst after the justice
associated with the coming of God’s eschatological rule. There is, then, no significant
difference between the Matthean and Lukan versions of the beatitude, despite the additional
words kal SupdrTes TN dikatoovny, “and thirst for justice,” in Matthew. That
Stkatoolvn here means “justice” rather than “personal righteousness” is clear from the
context. The poor, the grieving, and the downtrodden (i.e., those who have experienced
injustice) are by definition those who long for God to act. They are the righteous who will
inherit the kingdom. Yet this interpretation does not altogether exclude the sense of
Sukatoovn as personal righteousness. The justice of God’s eschatological rule presupposes
the Sukatootvn of those who enjoy its blessings (cf. 2 Pet 3:13). Thus, albeit to a slight
degree, this verse may anticipate the stress on dtkatoovvn in v 20 and 6:33. This beatitude
seems to reflect the language of Ps 107 (LXX: 106), where, after a reference to the hungry
and thirsty (v 5), the psalmist writes, “Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he
delivered them from their distress” (v 6), and then a few verses later continues, “For he
satisfies the thirsty and the hungry he fills with good things” (v 9), where the LXX contains



the same verb xoptdleiwv, “to fill,” as in Matthew. This is the language of messianic
fulfillment: he has filled the hungry soul with good things (cf. Luke 1:53). It is the language
of those who at long last have been “redeemed from trouble” (cf. Ps 107:2; for a similar sense
of “thirsting” for salvation, cf. Pss 42:1-3; 63:1). In the first instance it is God’s righteousness
that satisfies (cf. the “divine passive”) these hungry and thirsty souls (cf. John 6:35; Rev
7:16-17). (On “righteousness” in Matthew, see Comment on 3:15.)

7 The fifth beatitude marks a new emphasis in the beatitudes. Whereas the first four find
their focus primarily in a state of mind or an attitude (and imply conduct only secondarily),
this beatitude refers to the happiness of those who act, namely , those who are merciful
toward others. This beatitude again has strong biblical overtones. Prov 14:21b reads
ENedV 8¢ TTOXOVS pakapltoTos, “blessed is the one who has mercy on the poor” (cf. Prov
17:5¢, a phrase only in the LXX text: 6 8¢ émomhayxvi{épevos éxendroeTat, “the one
who has compassion will be shown mercy”). Showing mercy to the needy became a key
element in rabbinic ethics (see Sabb .b 151b; ¢t .Qam .B 9.30[366]; cf. Str-B 1:203-5 and the
excursus in 4:559-610). For the importance of mercy to Matthew’s presentation of the
Christian ethic, cf. 9:13; 12:7; 23:23. What the poor and oppressed have not received from the
rich and powerful, they should nevertheless show others. The point is analogous to that made
somewhat differently in 18:33; there a servant who had been forgiven a great debt refused to
have mercy on his debtor, whereupon his master said, “Should not you have had mercy on
your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” Implicit in this beatitude is the judgment upon
the wicked oppressors, i.e., the ones who have not shown mercy: to them mercy will not be
shown (cf. Jas 2:13).

8 The sixth beatitude bears strong similarity to the thought of Ps 24[LXX: 23]:3—4, where
the LXX refers, as does the present text, to the kabapos T1j kapdla, “the pure in heart” (cf.
Pss 51:10; 73:1; linked here with “guiltless hands”), who will go up to the mountain of the
Lord and stand in his holy place. “Pure in heart” refers to the condition of the inner core of a
person, that is, to thoughts and motivation, and hence anticipates the internalizing of the
commandments by Jesus in the material that follows in the sermon. It takes for granted right
actions but asks for integrity in the doing of those actions, i.e., a consistency between the
inner springs of one’s conduct and the conduct itself. Another way of putting this is in terms
of “single-mindedness” (cf. Jas 4:8, where it is the “double-minded” who are exhorted to
“purify [their] hearts”). Purity of heart and purity of conscience are closely related in the
pastoral Epistles (cf. 1 Tim 1:5; 3:9; 2 Tim 1:3; 2:22; cf. 1 Pet 1:22). The reference to seeing
God in the present passage is again eschatological in tone. In contrast to the strong OT
statement that no one can see the face of God and live (e.g., Exod 33:20), the righteous in the
eschatological age will experience the beatific vision; they will see the face of God (cf. too
Rev 22:4). Although one might have expected in the second clause something more in line
with the first, such as “for they will be granted peace,” Matthew describes the greatest
possible eschatological reward, one that by its nature includes all else. This beatitude is the
most difficult to relate to the others. Perhaps it is meant to indicate that even for the
downtrodden and oppressed, for those to whom the good news of the kingdom comes, an
inner purity is also required and is not something that can be presupposed.

9 The substantive elpnromotol, “peacemakers,” of the seventh beatitude occurs only here
in the NT (the verb of the same stem occurs in Col 1:20). In the context of the beatitudes, the
point would seem to be directed against the Zealots, the Jewish revolutionaries who hoped
through violence to bring the kingdom of God. Such means would have been a continual
temptation for the downtrodden and oppressed who longed for the kingdom. The Zealots by
their militarism hoped furthermore to demonstrate that they were the loyal “sons of God.” But
Jesus announces the kingdom entirely apart from human effort and indicates that the status of
viol Beod, “children of God” (cf. Rom 9:26), belongs on the contrary to those who live



peaceably. It is the peacemakers who will be called the “children of God.” Later in the present
chapter, Jesus will teach the remarkable ethic of the love of even one’s enemies (vv 43-48).
This stress on peace becomes a common motif in the NT (cf. Rom 14:19; Heb 12:14; Jas
3:18; 1 Pet 3:11).

10-12 The paradoxes of the beatitudes reach a climax in the eighth and ninth beatitudes,
in which not simply the poor and oppressed are declared to be happy, but also those who
experience active persecution precisely for their righteousness. Here €évekev Sikatooivnsg,
“on account of righteousness,” points to the character of the recipients of the kingdom as it
has hitherto been described in the beatitudes. That is, their loyalty to God and his call upon
their lives become in turn the cause of their further suffering. To be identified with Jesus and
the kingdom is to be in “the way of righteousness” (cf. 21:32); hence €vekev Sikatoolvns,
“on account of righteousness,” finds its counterpart in the évekev épod, “on account of me”
(cf. 10:22), of the following verse. (See further in Comment on 3:15.)

The theme of persecution is particularly important in Matthew, very probably reflecting
the situation of the community for whom the Gospel was written. As they experienced
persecution, especially from their Jewish brethren, they needed to know what Jesus had said
about it, how to regard it and how to endure it (cf. the perfect tense of the participle
dedLwypévor). Hence we have the present verse and the following two verses, all unique to
Matthew, which encourage the readers not to be alarmed by the experience of persecution.
We may note how 1 Pet 4:12-14 (cf. 3:14) makes use of the same underlying material used by
Matthew. We find similar motifs in Matt 5:44, where the readers are told to pray even for
their persecutors, and 10:23, where they are told to flee. All of these passages are found only
in Matthew.

V 10 could well be the closing beatitude of the collection used by Matthew, since it
rounds out the collection by an inclusio, i.e., concluding with the same ending as in the first
beatitude: “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (cf. v 3). The poor and the persecuted,
precisely the most unlikely candidates, are proclaimed the happy or blessed ones who receive
the kingdom.

The ninth beatitude, vv 11-12, is in effect an elaboration of the preceding beatitude. Its
original independence from the preceding collection of eight is indicated not only by its
different form but also by the use of the second person pronoun rather than the third. Matthew
probably received it in the form in which it stands and added it to the collection he had
received from another source. Added now to persecution are “reproach” (cf. 27:44, where
Christ is reproached) and the speaking of “all evil concerning you.” This is exactly the kind of
behavior one would expect from Jewish opponents, first toward the disciples, and then later
toward the Jewish-Christian readers. It is obvious, whether the word ysevdopevor (“lying”) is
authentic or not (see Note h above), that the persecutors do not speak the truth. What they say
is motivated by hatred (cf. Luke 6:22). Luke here has the more Semitic expression “cast out
your name as evil.”

The opening words of v 12 serve as a parenthetic expansion of paxdptot in v 11. The
happiness referred to in the beatitudes is nothing other than a deep and exuberant joy. The
evangelist heightens the paradox with the redundant xa{peTte kal dyal\idofe, “rejoice and
be glad,” which can only be seen as exceptionally remarkable in connection with persecution
(the same verbs are joined in Rev 19:7). These words are followed by the delayed 67t clause,
giving the reason for such joy: “great is your reward [p1o86s] in heaven.” It is self-evident
that, in any persecution context, the reward spoken of must lie in the future, which is the
meaning of év Tols ovpavols, “in heaven.” That holds true here, too, but it is confidence
about the future that can and should produce joy in the present in full contradiction of the
present, painful circumstances. The kingdom is already theirs, hence the appropriateness of
the happy rejoicing in advance of the consummation. If this is a reward for their faithfulness



under testing, it is also a reward that stems primarily not from their merit but from the grace
of God, who gives the kingdom both in the present and the future. The idea of pio6ds,
“reward,” is much more important in Matthew (ten occurrences; cf. 6:1-16; 10:41-42) than in
any other Gospel. Despite its importance, the actual content of the reward is left vague. The
concept of reward is important even when the word is not used, as for example in 25:31-46,
where the content is described generally as inheriting “the kingdom” and entering into
“eternal life.” (Cf. too passages with the verb amodid6var; see Comment on 6:4.)

The suffering of the righteous at the hands of persecutors is nothing new in the history of
God’s dealings with Israel, as the evangelist reminds his readers. It is an honored tradition
they stand in when they suffer persecution. Tovs TpodnTas Tovs mpO VUGV, “the prophets
before you,” should not be taken narrowly to mean only the literary or canonical prophets, but
broadly as referring to all God’s earlier spokespersons (cf. 2 Chr 36:16; Matt 23:35). This
motif is important to Matthew as the unique material in 23:31 also shows; it is found also in
Acts 7:52 and Jas 5:10.

Explanation

The beatitudes are a bold, even daring, affirmation of the supreme happiness of the
recipients of the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus. They are thus based upon—their truth
depends upon—the fulfillment brought by Jesus and already stressed by the evangelist.
Indeed, it is a part of this fulfillment that the good news comes to the poor and oppressed, the
grieving and humbled, those who hunger so much for the revelation of God’s justice. A
turning point has been reached. The time is at hand, and these needy people, so dependent
upon God, will now have their needs met. For this reason they are pronounced happy, blessed.
The reality of the kingdom causes this new, unexpected joy. And that kingdom sets these
people upon the way of righteousness, peacemaking, and inner purity.

What must be stressed here, however, is that the kingdom is presupposed as something
given by God. The kingdom is declared as a reality apart from any human achievement. Thus
the beatitudes are, above all, predicated upon the experience of the grace of God. The
recipients are just that, those who receive the good news. Because they are the poor and
oppressed, they make no claim upon God for their achievements. They do not merit God’s
kingdom; they but await his mercy. This emphasis on God’s mercy is essential at the
beginning of Jesus’ teaching, especially at the beginning of the present discourse with its
description of the righteousness of the kingdom, which has all too often been taken as
involving a new nomism. But here, as throughout God’s dealings with humanity, grace
precedes requirements. It is true that the beatitudes contain implied ethical exhortations
(becoming more explicit in the case of the fifth and seventh beatitudes). Indeed, the traits of
those who are proclaimed “happy” could well be taken as a description of the behavior of
Jesus himself. Yet this ethical side of the beatitudes remains distinctly subordinate to the
indicative aspect that is directly related to the announcement of the kingdom.

These declarations of happiness are to some extent a manifestation of realized
eschatology. The remarkable tension throughout is, of course, caused by the temporary delay
of the final consummation. In this interim period those who may appear to enjoy anything but
the favor of God are paradoxically pronounced blessed. In their present condition, and even as
they experience intense persecution, they are already accounted as supremely happy.
Salvation has begun; their time has come, and this assurance of the future is meant to
transform their present existence.
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Translation

B“You yourselves are the salt of the earth. But if salt loses its taste, how can it
become salty again? It is worth nothing anymore except to be thrown out and to be
trampled upon by people. “You yourselves are the light of the world. It is not possible for
a city positioned on a hill to be hidden. BNor do people light a lamp and put it under a
measuring vessel; they put it upon a lampstand, and it shines upon everyone in the house.
Thus let your light shine before others so that they may see your good deeds and glorify
your Father who is in heaven.”

Notes
a. év Tiw, lit. “with what.”

b. A great number of Mss (D W © /** TR) have BAnffivar €€w kal, “to be thrown out
and.” The better text, however, is BAn6ev €€w, lit. “having been thrown out.” The translation
above is only a different way of translating and does not imply acceptance of the inferior text.
See TCGNT, 13.

c. B® omits €pya, “works,” perhaps through homoioteleuton. The noun, however, can be
implied by the adjective ka\d, “good (things, deeds).”

Form/Structure/Setting

A. With the tone of the sermon now set by means of the beatitudes and their proclamation
of the blessedness of the kingdom, the evangelist next presents two comprehensive statements
about the necessity of living in a way that reflects the good news of the kingdom. Now
following the introductory beatitudes is a statement concerning the ethical demand of the
kingdom, the very essence of discipleship. These are, in short, “kingdom” ethics—
instructions for how those who are recipients of the kingdom are to live. The emphatic vpels,
“you yourselves,” in each maxim brings out this emphasis. It is particularly important to note
that the kingdom precedes the ethics; there is no insistence that people are to live this way in
order to receive the kingdom. The disciples are first identified as salt and light, and even here
being precedes doing. It is because they are salt and light that they are expected to behave in
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appropriate ways. The two maxims about salt and light thus serve as an introductory rubric for
what is given in considerable detail in the material that follows.

B. Matthew is unique among the Gospels in placing these two main metaphors side by
side in the form of maxims in parallel structure. The salt metaphor, however, is found also in
Mark 9:50 and Luke 14:34-35. Luke 14:34 seems dependent on the Markan parallel,
although, in one word (Lwpavoi], “loses its taste”), Luke agrees with Matthew against Mark.
Luke’s second verse (14:35) is not found in Mark but is similar in content to Matt 5:13c,
especially in the reference to “casting out” tasteless salt. Mark alone has the corresponding
comment: “Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another” (9:50).

The metaphor of a lamp upon a lampstand is found in Mark 4:21 and Luke 8:16 (and
11:33). In Mark 4:21 and Luke 8:16, however, it occurs in reference to the mission of Jesus.
Luke 11:33 is followed, on the other hand, by material that occurs in Matt 6:22-23. Thus,
despite the similarity of language, the Markan and Lukan passages utilize the metaphor of the
lamp on the lampstand in quite a different way. Matthew alone has the imperative about
letting your light shine. The wording in all three Synoptic parallels, moreover, varies
considerably.

Rather than literary dependence between the Synoptics here, we probably have an
example of independently developed oral traditions, at least in the light on the lampstand
metaphor, originating from a common starting point. That metaphor, by its nature, found
different applications, either in the pre-synoptic tradition or in the work of the individual
evangelists.

C. The two declarative maxims of this pericope (vv 13 and 14) are exactly parallel in
form: 70 d\as THis yfis, “the salt of the earth,” is parallel to TO dds ToU k6opov, “the light
of the world.” The discussion following each maxim is parallel in content, though not in form,
focusing on the uselessness of salt that is not salty and light that is hidden. The second maxim
is followed by another metaphor (v 14b) that makes the same point as the discussion that
follows: “a city on a hill cannot be hidden.” V 16 contains the imperative application of the
second maxim (and the first by implication). This imperative is the subject of the entire
sermon: to belong to the kingdom necessitates reflecting the light of the kingdom through
one’s good deeds. The imperative, however, receives its force from the indicative: i.e. , you
are the light; let your light shine.

D. Matthew’s material is probably drawn from oral tradition. It is impossible to know the
extent to which the evangelist is responsible for the present form of the pericope. V 14b is a
somewhat awkward mixing of metaphors interpreting the argument about light. It may
therefore be a later accretion to the original material, but at what time we cannot say. If the
sermon is essentially the construction of the evangelist using pieces of oral tradition, then his
creativity may be seen in his placement of this passage here, immediately following the
beatitudes and prior to the detailed instruction provided by the sermon. The parallel structure
of the pericope argues for the evangelist’s having taken over material from the oral tradition.

Comment

13 Jesus describes his disciples (the Upels, “you,” is emphatic) as 70 d\as Ths yfs, “the
salt of the earth.” It is difficult to know which specific natural quality of salt (e.g., preserving
[Carson], purifying, seasoning [Luz], fertilizing [Gundry]), if any, he intends. There is,
moreover, the possibility of salt as a metaphor for wisdom (Nauck), as well as various other
associations—sacrificial (Lev 2:13a; Ezek 43:24; see Cullmann, Soucek, and Gerhardsson),
covenantal (Num 18:19; Lev 2:13b), and moral. Plausible arguments can be made for each of
these associations in explaining the present salt metaphor, but to emphasize a single
association is to surpass the text itself and to allegorize it. Since it is virtually impossible now
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to know which of its several associations would have come most readily to the minds of the
disciples when they heard these words, it may be best simply to take the metaphor broadly
and inclusively as meaning something that is vitally important to the world in a religious
sense, as salt was vitally necessary for everyday life (cf. Sir 39:26; Sop.. 15:8; Pliny, Nat.
Hist. 31.102). Thus, the disciples are vitally significant and necessary to the world in their
witness to God and his kingdom. The meaning is not fundamentally different from the second
maxim (v 14), which describes the disciples as the “light of the world.” For other references
to “salt” in connection with discipleship, see Mark 9:50; Luke 14:34-35; and Col 4:6.

The reference to salt losing its saltiness (which has a proverbial character; cf. b. .Bek 8b)
is sometimes regarded as problematic, given the chemical stability of salt. The salt in view
here, however, is probably that derived from the Dead Sea by evaporation, the residue of
which also contains crystals of another mineral (gypsum) that can easily be mistaken for salt,
which is hence regarded as having lost its saltiness (cf. F. Hauck, TDNT 1:229). Less
convincing is the suggestion that in view are cakes of salt that are no longer effective as an aid
in the burning of dung as fuel. This is an unnecessarily complicated explanation that goes
beyond what the text says or requires.

The verb pwpaivelr means “to become or to make foolish” (e.g., Sir 23:14; Rom 1:22; 1
Cor 1:20). The unusual use of it here to describe what has lost its saltiness goes back to the
underlying Hebrew root, '?Bﬂ, tpl, a word that had both meanings (see Black, Aramaic
Approach, 166-67). A Greek translator then chose the Greek word pwpaivewv because it
applied more readily to the disciples. For the disciples, the salt of the earth, to lose their
saltiness was equivalent to becoming foolish. It would in effect be to lose their identity.

The suggestion (cf. N. Hillyer, NIDNTT 3:445) that the subject of the verb d\toOfjoeTal
is yfj rather than d\as, i.e., that Jesus questions how the earth will be salted, makes good
sense in itself. Against it, however, is the fact that TO d\as (salt) is the nearest antecedent and
the natural subject of a\tobfoeTal. Furthermore, the Markan parallel (9:50) is quite specific
in making dAas the subject of the related verb dpTioeTe: “with what shall it [the salt] be
seasoned.” kaTamaTetoBai, “trampled upon,” an infinitive expressing result, occurs in
Matthew in only one other place, 7:6, where swine trample upon pearls offered to them.
avbpamov is a general term here referring to people.

14 Light is a very important metaphor in the Bible. “God is light” according to 1 John 1:5,
and Christ is described in the Fourth Gospel as “the light of the world” (John 8:12; 9:5; 12:46;
cf. 1:7-8). God is also described as light in eschatological contexts (e.g., Isa 60:19-20; cf.
Rev 21:10-11). God, moreover, has come in Christ to bring light into the darkness (John 1:4—
5, 9; 12:46; cf. Ps 27:1), a point Matthew has already emphasized in his quotation of Isa 9:2
(9:1, LXX) in 4:16 (“the people sitting in darkness have seen a great light”). In Paul, the
metaphor also extends to Christians, who are described as “children of light” (Eph 5:8; 1
Thess 5:5). Another community on the edge of eschatology, the Qumran covenanters, also
referred to themselves as the “sons of light.” In Isa 42:6, Israel’s mission is to be a “light to
the Gentiles” (cf. Isa 51:4-5). Light is thus associated with God, his Messiah, his people, the
law, the temple, Jerusalem, and the accomplishment and experience of salvation (see Str-B
1:237). Paul writes of “the light of the glorious gospel of Christ” (2 Cor 4:4; cf. 4:6). Of
Christians he writes that in this fallen world they “shine as lights” (Phil 2:15). For Matthew,
the metaphor of light is applied specifically to God’s new people represented by the disciples.

When Jesus declares that the disciples are T0 ¢b&s ToD kéopov, “the light of the world,”
he means that they, as recipients of the kingdom, represent to the world the truth of the
salvation that has come. Thus, as in the preceding maxim about the salt of the earth, here too
the message is that the disciples are (and will continue to be) indispensable. If the world is not
to be left in darkness, the disciples must fulfill their calling to represent the kingdom. They
now are the light (cf. v 16), whose shining thus becomes the hope of the world.
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It is as unthinkable that a city set on a hill (a metaphor that has unavoidable associations
with Jerusalem on Mount Zion; see Campbell) can be hid as that light would be put under a
measuring vessel. A version of the same saying is found in Gos. Thom. 32, but the emphasis
there is different, focusing on the point that such a fortified city situated on a mountain cannot
fall.

15 The purpose of a lamp is to give light, and thus it is placed upon a stand.
TAoLY TOlS €V Th olkiq, “to all who are in the house,” should not be understood in a
restrictive sense but as parallel in meaning to the general TV avbpdmov (“the people™) of vv
13 and 16. That is, all are in view. \0xvos refers to an ordinary oil-burning household lamp
(cf. Luke 15:8). When the lamp was lit, it was placed upon or hung from a stand so as to
provide maximum benefit from the light. The puédios was a common vessel used in
measuring grain (about one peck, or 8.75 liters). The suggestion that the measuring vessel was
used to extinguish a burning lamp and that the point of the saying is “one does not light a
lamp to put it out” (Jeremias) is not persuasive. The issue is whether that light is seen or not
seen.

16 This verse serves as the climax of the entire pericope. Since the disciples are the light
of the world (v 15), they are now exhorted to let their light shine—that is, they are to let the
light accomplish its purpose. There are no known parallels to this imperative use of N\dpmeLv,
“shine,” in the OT or rabbinical literature (although Isa 42:6 could be the background of the
metaphor). The verb furthermore is surprisingly never used in NT ethical parenesis (but cf.
Luke 12:35). The émos clause spells out the result of such a shining of the light and thus
provides a most welcome aid to the interpretation of the metaphor. To let one’s light shine is
to live in such a way as to manifest the presence of the kingdom. This conclusion can be
drawn not only because of the context but also because the good works entailed
(Ta kaAa €pya) are connected with the glorifying of the Father in heaven. Letting one’s light
shine is living according to the perfection of the kingdom and thus manifesting the
righteousness of the Torah according to its correct interpretation, examples of which are
shortly to emerge. The love commandment provides the foundation for these good works (cf.
22:37-40).

The emphasis here on doing one’s good works éumpoofev Tov avbpomov, “before
people,” so that they will see them appears to stand in some tension with the warning in 6:1-6
not to do one’s good works éumpooer TV avbpimov, “before people” (6:1). In the latter
instance, however, it is obvious that the almsgiving and praying are performed deliberately for
self-glorification. But to let one’s light shine is to call attention not to oneself but to the
kingdom’s presence and thus to glorify God for his gracious fulfillment of the promises (Jews
primarily are in view here, whereas in 1 Pet 2:12, which depends on this saying of Jesus,
Gentiles are in view). Thus within the émos clause, (dwow VudY Td kala €pya (“that they
may see your good works”; cf. Phil 1:11) stands exactly parallel to
SoEdowowy Tov maTépa vudv (“that they may glorify your father”; cf. John 15:8). The
expression TOV TaTépa VLGV TOV év Tols olpavols, “your father in heaven,” is very
common in Matthew and in the Sermon on the Mount. The Greek plural ovpavols,
“heavens,” is the result of translation from Aramaic and Hebrew, where the word is regularly
a plural. Fundamental to the manifestation of the righteousness in view here is the disciples’
unique relation to their heavenly Father. “A ‘signal’ which points to the relationship to God,
so critical to the practice of the Sermon on the Mount, flashes like a beacon in v 16” (Luz
1:253).

God is referred to as maTnp, “Father,” forty-five times in Matthew, and in nearly half the
occurrences (nineteen times) it is modified, as here, by the words “in heaven” or “heavenly.”
The expression “heavenly Father” or “Father in heaven” occurs in the rabbinic literature, but
in the NT it is distinctively Matthean; outside Matthew it occurs only in Mark 11:25. Only



John uses “Father” for God more than Matthew does. God is referred to as Father seventeen
times in the Sermon on the Mount; in seven instances the modifier, which occurs in the
context, is not repeated. Although the Greeks, as well as the Jews, referred to God as Father,
the NT makes a new and greater use of the title in referring to God. In the NT, the fatherhood
of God is experienced at a new level of intimacy (cf. the Aramaic term Abba). The reason for
this is that the kingdom (reign) of God announced by Jesus involves the possibility of a new
relationship with God. One key way of expressing that new relationship in the NT is in the
believer’s ability to refer to God as Abba, or as “Father” in the most personal sense (Mark
14:36; Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6). Thus, the emphasis in the Gospels on God as “Father” rests
directly upon the announcement of the eschatological salvation that brings about this new
relationship between God and his people. The expression “Father in heaven” is remarkable in
that it combines the personal, or immanent, element of fatherhood with the transcendental
element of God’s otherness, “in heaven.”
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