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From the Gospel of St. Matthew, The Sermon on the Mount

By Msgr. Cantley

The Catechism of the Catholic Church in Part Three “Life in Christ” makes frequent use
of and reference to the Sermon on the Mount, but does not offer an extended
commentary. It seemed useful, here, to fill in this lacuna and present the Sermon as a
foundation for the material we have already studied from the Catechism itself. Itis
important to note that Our Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI, in his recent book: Jesus of
Nazareth, Doubleday, 2007, in chapter 4, pgs. 64 — 127 also offers his own commentary;
and in chapter 5, pgs. 128 — 168 comments on the Lord’s Prayer.

The “Sermon on the Mount” is found in Matthew 5: 1 — 7: 29 (and in fewer verses
is paralleled by St. Luke in his “Sermon on the Plain” in 6: 12, 20 — 49).

In Deuteronomy 18: 18, Moses promised, in God’s name, that He would raise up
another prophet like Moses and that God’s People were to put their faith in Him and be
obedient to his teaching. Matthew, in the verses that begin the Sermon on the Mount,
presents Jesus as that Prophet, a second and definitive Law Giver. To dramatize the
point, Jesus is represented as ascending a mountain, as Moses ascended Sinai, and seated
(the magisterial position) teaches the new Law as Moses taught the Law to the Israelites,
beginning with the Beatitudes, as Moses teaching began with the Commandments. The
purposeful parallelism is clearly Matthew’s way of introducing Jesus as the ‘Moses
redivivus,’ the fulfillment of the Deuteronomic promise. Matthew wrote relatively late,
in the decade of the 80s of the first Christian century. Jerusalem had been destroyed, the
Jews scattered (an event completed by Hadrian in 135 AD) and the Church and
synagogue definitively severed. Matthew’s Church seems to have been peopled
predominately by converts of Jewish background, but increasingly becoming Gentile.
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All three factors (separation from the synagogue, Jewish origins and Gentile growth) play
a part in the selection of material Matthew will include and in the style and manner of his
presentation. The fundamental issue will be Christology (teaching about the person and
meaning of Jesus). As background, we may summarize Matthew’s Christology as
follows:

e Jesus heralds the Kingdom — He defines its meaning, proclaims and
effectively proposes to His disciples how their lives are to be lived if they
are to be members of the Kingdom. In the Beatitudes He declares blessed
those who suffer, are poor, mourn, are meek, hunger and thirst for justice,
and are persecuted for the sake of the Kingdom and the Gospel; on the other
side of the ledger, He extols the merciful, single hearted and peacemakers.
The Beatitudes are a reflection of Jesus Himself, a man of peace, the
embodiment of all the joy that invests the kingdom of God.

e Jesus is Teacher — He interprets to the Law of Moses, bringing it to its
fulfillment. Matthew’s presentation of Jesus as teacher is examined through
two questions: the question of the people during Jesus’ lifetime: how does
this man’s teaching relate to and reflect the essence of Mosaic Law and
faith? And the question Matthew is asking late in the first century as he
writes for his Christian community: how does Mosaic Law and faith prepare
for and find its fulfillment in Jesus Christ, Lord and Son of God? People
listening to Jesus preaching during His ministry had to measure Him against
what they knew, believed, worshiped and responded to as faithful Jews. For
Christians, Matthew encourages them to measure all things by their
compliance with Jesus’ teaching so that they may live as He taught.

e Jesus fulfills the Law — In Matthew 5: 21-28, Jesus offers six examples of
how His doctrine fulfills Pentateuchal Law by the contrasting formula “it
was said to the ancients...but I say to you.” This signals that Jesus now
stands where God stood in the initial giving of the Law to the Old Testament
People. Jesus is Himself God. The action claims divinity even though the
title is not used. Jesus exercises divine power in perfecting the Law.

Matthew’s “Sermon on the Mount” has many parallels in Luke’s “Sermon on the
Plain” 6:12, 20-49. But Matthew is four times longer in content. There is no evidence of
mutual dependence one on the other, or even of either having any acquaintance with the
other. They do have dependence on some source, probably on “Q” (a designation of a
common source from the German word “quelle” meaning source. Matthew and Luke
have about 240 verses in common which are absent in Mark the other source for their
material. “Q” is a postulate to attempt to explain the source for the verses common to
Matthew and Luke, Gospels written independently of one another).! The “Sermon on the
Mount” is the first and longest of five blocks of Jesus’ teaching (the others are found in
chapters 10, 13, 18, and 24-25). There have been many attempts to suggest a structure
for the Sermon, but none have been completely satisfying. The main reason seems to be

! See R. Brown, J. Fitzmeyer, R. Murphy, eds. The New Jerusalem Biblical Commentary, Prentice Hall,
1990, pg. 590ff; The New World Dictionary-Concordance to the New American Bible, World pub., 1970,
pg. 666f.
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that the text in 5: 1- 6: 18 is marvelously architectonic, while in verses beginning 6: 19
the structure breaks down into a looser pattern of themes woven together. The key to
understanding the structure of the Sermon seems to be the principle enunciated in 5: 17
where Jesus says He came not to abolish the Law and the prophets but to fulfill them.
The Sermon intends to illustrate that principle, and when something new is taught to
show how it is coherent with it the Law and the prophets.

Verses serving as an Introduction to the Sermon on the Mount

Mt. 4: 23. And he went about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and preaching the gospel of
the kingdom and healing every disease and every infirmity among the people. 24. So his fame spread
throughout all Syria, and they brought him all the sick, those afflicted with various diseases and
pains, demoniacs, epileptics, and paralytics, and he healed them. 25. And great crowds followed him
from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and from beyond the Jordan.

Commentary: These verses are an introduction to the “Sermon on the Mount” and set
the stage for it. It is here that Matthew begins to deviate from Mark’s ordering of events
in the ministry and teaching of Jesus and to follow His own unique plan. The assumption
is that Matthew knew Mark and used him as a source for the writing of his Gospel. In
addition, Matthew depended on “Q” and special other sources simply designated the “M”
source. Matthew is interested in the “crowds” and mentions them in 5: 1 and again in
7:28 at the beginning and end of the Sermon. This framing of material is called
“inclusio” and intends to mark off units of teaching or action. Note that Jesus taught in
“their synagogues.” This is Matthew speaking and recalling the fact that by the time he
wrote in the 80s of the first Christian century, the synagogues and the Church had already
split from one another, the former having expelled the followers of Christ. Matthew
intends, then, to contrast Judaism and Christianity. Matthew will use this expression
“their synagogues” in 9: 35; 10: 17; 12: 9; 13: 54; and in 23: 34 where “your synagogues”
is the equivalent since Jesus is excoriating the scribes and Pharisees by recalling how
throughout history God’s messengers were poorly treated. The mention of “all Syria” is
unusual and the name “Syria” is found only once again in Luke 2: 2 (*Quirinus was
governor of Syria”). Its appearance has led some scholars to suggest that this Gospel was
written in Syria, possibly at Antioch. The Sermon proper begins with what are called
“The Beatitudes.”

2 One of the first of the Fathers of the Church to contemplate the Beatitudes was St. Gregory of Nyssa
around 380 AD. He spoke in this way: “Beatitude is a possession of all things held to be good, from which
nothing is absent that a good desire may want. Perhaps the meaning of beatitude may become clearer to us
if it is compared with its opposite. Now the opposite of beatitude is misery.”
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THE BEATITUDES

Mt. 1: 1. Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down his disciples came to
him. 2. And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 3. ‘“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 5.
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 6. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for
righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 7. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy. 8.
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 9. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall
be called the sons of God. 10. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs
is the kingdom of heaven. 11. Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all
kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in
heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who were before you.” (Luke 6: 20. Blessed are you poor,
for yours is the kingdom of God. 21. Blessed are you who hunger now, for you shall be satisfied. Blessed
are you who weep now, for you shall laugh. 22. Blessed are you when men hate you, and when they
exclude you and revile you and cast out your name as evil, on account of the Son of man! 23. Rejoice in
that day, agd leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for so their fathers did to the
prophets.)

Commentary: The first two verses mention the “crowds” and Jesus’ “disciples”
indicating that He taught “them”. Presumably both groups heard the message since at the
end in 7: 28 “the crowds were astonished.” We may suggest that Jesus is teaching His
disciples, but welcomes the crowds as potential disciples. There is an important contrast
in literary style between Matthew and Mark right at the beginning. Mark, in 3: 13 says of
Jesus “He went (but uses the ‘historical present’ anabainai eis to oros to describe a past
event in an effort to get the audience to feel personally involved in the action) up into the
hills and called those whom he desired.” Matthew uses the past tense anab eis to oros
“He went on the mountain.” This suggests, again, Matthew’s dependence on Mark, but
also his willingness to use his source freely.

When we ask the purpose of this inaugural sermon, we have to recall that in
Matthew’s theology Jesus has already been identified as a “King” (see Matthew 1: 2-16
the genealogy that is structured on Jesus being of David’s line; 1: 18 — 25, the dream of

¥ St. Luke continues with negative statements that many scholars attribute to the Church as a gloss
explaining the down side of the Beatitudes: 6: 24. “But woe to you that are rich, for you have received your
consolation. 25. Woe to you that are full now, for you shall hunger. Woe to you that laugh now, for you
shall mourn and weep. 26. Woe to you, when all men speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false
prophets.”
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Joseph, “son of David”; 2:2 the question of the Magi, “Where is he who is born king of
the Jews?”); Matthew clearly wants to reveal Jesus’ Kingship right from the beginning.
Now, as Jesus begins His teaching mission, Matthew presents Him as designating those
who are the citizens of His Kingdom. The “Sermon on the Mount” tells disciples who
they are and how they are expected to live their lives. It tells the “crowds” what awaits
them if they become disciples.

The word “blessed” (makarios) is common to the Psalms and the Wisdom
literature (see Proverbs 3: 13; 28: 14). The thrust of the thought in the Old Testament is
of blessedness already possessed. In the New Testament it is eschatological, a future
blessedness awaiting the fullness of the kingdom. The number of Beatitudes is often
disputed. The third Beatitude, “Blessed are the meek” is of the thought by some scholars
to be a gloss explaining the first. Nevertheless, the benediction of the “meek” is far more
central than such a theory would allow. It may well be the key to all of the other
Beatitudes. The Greek word translated as “meek” is praiites and while rendered meek,
humble, gentle, mild (all words that describe how a person with this quality appears to
others) these meanings do not do justice to the Greek word, which is really a description
of the interior strength of the persons possessing this quality. The common assumption is
that the meek person cannot assert himself. But Jesus is self-described as “meek and
humble of heart” (Matthew 11: 29), and this because He has inexhaustible divine
resources of strength at His command. Meekness is equanimity of spirit that enables the
person possessing it to be consistent whatever be the external circumstances.* The other
Beatitudes may very well presuppose this quality. One needs great interior strength to be
“poor in spirit,” a mourner for justice sake, hungry and thirsty for righteousness,
merciful, single minded, a peacemaker and undaunted in persecution. None of the
Beatitudes loses its own uniqueness if this were true. But all seem to be better anchored.

Matthew calls the “poor in spirit” blessed, where Luke 6: 20 simply says,
“blessed are you poor.” Where Matthew is abstract and sets a universal principle; Luke is
concrete speaking to the disciple directly. Neither intends to make a virtue out of poverty
or want, but both hear Jesus blessing those who are not content with the goods of this
world and seek a fulfillment the world cannot give. In the presence of a magnificent
feast, the hungry person has greater desire and enjoyment than the man who is so full he
cannot eat another bite. Jesus is teaching that the Kingdom of Heaven belongs to those
who have such great desire for it that they prefer it to all other goods. It is the empty
disciple that God can fill.

To “mourn” (penthe ) is to respond to the sinfulness and other evils in the world
with a will to oppose them and not only with tears, but also to work that God’s will be
done here on earth as it is done in heaven (6: 10). It is an issue not of (or only of) the
emotions, but of the will. The comfort promised is that which will obtain when God’s
Kingdom is fully realized.

* See W.E. Vine, An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, Nelson Pub., 1952, Pg. 727 f.
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To “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (dikaiosun the quality of being
righteous or just, balanced in one’s relationship with God through keeping His
commands). Psalm 107: 5, 8-9 establishes the background for this Beatitude.

The first four Beatitudes describe the qualities that must be present to be
recognized as a citizen of God’s Kingdom. They describe those totally dependent on
God. They are what the Old Testament designated the * n wim, the poor who are totally
dependent on God’s love, care and concern. The final four Beatitudes address the
response of God’s messengers to these “poor” and they are the prophets (pro = for, on
behalf of, and phemi = to speak, those who act in God’s name). They are the true citizens
of God’s Kingdom, the servants of the ‘poor of God’.

The “merciful” are those who strive to emulate this attribute of God in imitation
of His mercy manifested toward them. Matthew will return to this in 9: 13; 12: 7 where
he records God’s demand that we show mercy, and where Matthew will quote Hosea 6:6,
“I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” Again in Matthew 23: 23 Jesus will condemn the scribes
and Pharisees for their concern for the minutiae of the Law and neglect the more weighty
command of “mercy.” Those who show mercy receive mercy at the final Judgment.

Matthew develops the meaning of “purity of heart” in 15: 10-20. It clearly
includes modesty, chastity and all of the other virtues that control the sexual appetite, but
that is not the immediate meaning here and the concept is much broader. It means single
mindedness, fidelity to purpose and rightness of intention. The expression characterizes
those of moral integrity, people whose actions are an authentic expression of who they
really are. Psalm 24: 3-4 says that they alone are worthy to ascend the “Mountain of the
Lord, to stand in His holy place.” Their reward is “seeing God” i.e., enjoying God’s
favor.

“Peacemakers” are those who know shalom themselves and strive to make it an
experience for everyone. They create a climate in which true peace can thrive. Shalom is
one of the richest concepts. It is not merely the absence of hostility and violence, of
anger and turmoil. It is the positive gift of harmony capable of existing fully only in
God’s Kingdom. Peacemakers are the “sons of God” (the frequent gender neutral
‘children’ could obscure the deeper meaning of the text which is huioi theoi and
designates the angels in Old Testament literature).

Declaring blessed “those who are persecuted for righteousness sake” echoes the
fourth Beatitude and concludes with the repetition of the reward attached to the first “for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” We may well have another example of Matthew’s use
of inclusio with which he brackets his thought to give it greater emphasis. The extension
of this theme of persecution, in verses 11 and 12, shifts from the more abstract and
generalized third person of the Beatitudes to the second person plural. The intent of
Matthew may well be to reflect the experience of his Church and to encourage fidelity
among the disciple converts from Judaism who are pained by their exclusion from the
synagogue, separation from their families who have disowned them and from other
relationships with their former ethnic associates. But it is also a reminder to all disciples
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that membership in the Kingdom may include suffering and to urge fidelity on all, even
we who live so many centuries after the writing of this Gospel are included. Jesus is not
making an ideal out of suffering, He is teaching reality and calling us to face reality with
the courage a citizen of God’s Kingdom must have.

JESUS’ DISCIPLES ARE THE SALT OF THE EARTH AND THE LIGHT OF THE
WORLD

Matthew 5: 13. ““You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be
restored? It is no longer good for anything but to be thrown out and trodden under foot by men. 14.
You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid. 15. Nor do men light a lamp and
put it under a bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16. Let your light shine
before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.”

Commentary: Salt was a symbol of the permanence of Israel and a required ingredient
in every sacrifice (Leviticus 2: 13; Ezekiel 43: 24). Jesus is designating His disciples as
the replacement for Israel, or announcing that they are the New Israel. As such, they are
a permanent sacrifice in their lives to God and must be salt. Salt not only made things
palatable, but it was a purifying agent and a preservative. It was necessary for life.
These sentences in the second person plural carry the implication that Jesus, using direct
address, is speaking to us as His disciples and challenging us. If salt (ourselves) becomes
adulterated, it is devoid of all usefulness.

Isaiah offers the background for Jesus calling His disciples “light.” In 2: 5, the
prophet urges, “House of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of Yahweh;” and in 42: 6
(the first of the “‘Servant Songs’) the Servant, whom we identify as being fulfilled in Jesus
Christ, is told by God, “I have appointed you a covenant of the people and light to the
nations.” Jesus, the “light to the nations” here calls His disciples who have inherited His
mission “light” as He sends them to “make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28: 19).
Verses 15-16 make it clear that the disciples’ (our) “good works” are the vehicle by
which the glory of God becomes manifest. Light does not alter the furniture of a room, it
makes all visible. The light of our good works are to make our commitment to God
visible, to show in our lives the power of His grace. Both the image of “salt” and “light”
serve to define who are citizens of God’s Kingdom.

Luke uses the image of “salt” (14: 34-35) in a different context and outside his
“Sermon on the Plain.” The context describes the “cost of discipleship’: preferential love
for Jesus and the willingness to carry one’s cross. If the cost is too high the candidate for
discipleship will find no place in the kingdom. The image of “light” is in Luke 11: 33,
again given apart from the “Sermon on the Plain.” It warns against hiding the light God
has given us. Faith is not intended to be a private possession but is to be made available
to all whom we meet.

JESUS SPEAKS OF THE LAW

Matthew 5: 17. “Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to
abolish them but to fulfill them. 18. For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, not one
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iota, not one dot, will pass away until it is accomplished. 19. Whoever then relaxes one of the least of
these commandments and teaches men so, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but he who
does them and teaches them shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20. For I tell you, unless
your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of
heaven.”

Commentary: In this brief statement, Jesus promulgates two principles that guide the
rest of the Sermon. They are called k [ 1. The first, “I have come not to abolish [the Law
or prophets] but to fulfill them,” guides the understanding of 5: 21-48; and the second,
“unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter
the Kingdom of heaven” opens up the meaning of 6:1 — 7: 12.

When Matthew speaks of the “Law and prophets” he is referring to the whole of
Scripture (see 7: 12; 11: 13; 22: 40). Verses 18-19 have been the occasion of significant
controversy among scholars. Some authors, noting that Matthew is writing for a
community of disciples with a Jewish heritage who loved the Law and kept it even after
becoming Christians (see Acts 21: 20ff), see these verses as Jesus’ wish to impose the
Mosaic Law on His disciples. The more probable interpretation, however, is that the Law
comes to fulfillment in Him and the prophets message is realized in His life and teaching.
What obtains for the future is His teaching, which nullifies nothing but brings it to
completion. God’s Commandments, motivated in the future by radical love remain, but
ritual and dietary laws cease.

The righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees is exceeded in Jesus’ disciples by
their interiorizing the moral law. Its accomplishment in external action is to be the
articulation of the interior life and disposition of Jesus’ followers. The distinction
between the ‘least’ of the commandments in comparison with the others is a reference to
the rabbinic tendency to hierarchize among the 613 precepts of the Law of which 248
were positive and 365 were negative. Placing these in an order of importance was a
preoccupation for the different rabbinic schools. Jesus cut through all of this as can be
discovered in Matthew 22: 34-40.

The value of this section is to reveal the intention of Jesus, that His mission is
organically related to the Torah and God’s preparation of His people through the
teachings of the prophets. This section has no direct parallel in any other of the Gospels.
Luke 16: 16-17 only vaguely resembles it.

SIX ANTITHETICAL TEACHINGS

On Murder

Matthew 5: 21. “You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall not kill; and whoever
kills shall be liable to judgment.” 22. But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother
shall be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council, and whoever
says, ‘You fool!’ shall be liable to the hell of fire. 23. So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and
there remember that your brother has something against you, 24. leave you gift there before the
altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. 25. Make friends
with your accuser, while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the
judge, and the judge hand you over to the guard, and you be put in prison; 26. truly, I say to you, you
will never get out till you have paid the last penny.”
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Commentary: There are six teachings of Jesus that brought Him into conflict with the
rabbis of His time; all are over the interpretation of the Law. The fifth Commandment
forbade killing (see Exodus 20: 13; Deuteronomy 5:18; the expression “shall be liable to
judgment, which is interpreted as putting the murderer to death, comes from Exodus 21.:
12; Leviticus 24: 17; Numbers 35: 16). Jesus expands the commandment to include
anger. Anger is the root of murder, and here for that very reason it incurs the same
censure of being “liable to judgment.” Then Jesus considers verbal altercation and all
else that can lead to violence. The Law is quoted under the expression “it was said to
men of old,” thus linking it to Moses and to God who gave it to Moses. When Jesus adds
“But I say to you” He suggests far more than mere interpretation, He is offering at least
an implicit claim to divinity, assuming equivalent authority with the author of the
Commandments, God. Jesus is altering the Law. What is called “insult” in our
translation attempts to render the Greek word raca, an obscure term for verbal abuse.
Calling someone a “fool” (m ré) is a definitive judgment of moral worthlessness,
labeling someone a scoundrel. This is the reason it receives the more severe censure.
Raca scorns a man’s mind, calling him stupid; but m ré attacks his character. With two
examples that of seeking reconciliation before expecting God to be pleased and accept
our gifts, and settling disputes without court intervention, Jesus urges a higher ideal of
interpersonal relationship than is usually found among peoples of lesser religious insight.

On Adultery

Matthew 5: 27. You have heard that it was said. ‘You shall not commit adultery.” 28. But I say to
you that everyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his
heart. 29. If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you lose
one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. 30. And if your right hand
causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that
your whole body go into hell.

Commentary: Jesus quotes the sixth Commandment (Exodus 20: 14; Deuteronomy 5:
18), but does not attach the Old Testament punishment of death (see Deuteronomy 22:
22-24). He interiorizes sin once again, teaching that internal desires, thoughts and looks
voluntarily initiated and kept are already sinful, and Jesus attaches to them the same
category of moral fault as their completion with the external act would have. The
external act would add another category of injustice and physical injury that exacerbates
the action, but its moral dimension of evil is already established. This teaching of Jesus
also connects this sin with the ninth Commandment, which forbids “coveting the
neighbor’s wife.” It is, once again, and instance on the interior disposition of lust, which
is the root cause of adultery. The remedy Jesus suggests, plucking out the right eye or
cutting off the right hand, is Semitic hyperbole to suggest that no sacrifice should be too
great to avoid the worst of all evils, sin that is an offence against God and a severing of
relationship with God. The designation of the “right” eye or hand is a cultural reference.
The right side was considered the more noble and respectable. The offending sinner
becomes ignoble and lacking in respectability. Matthew returns to this imagery in 18: 8-
9 where Jesus discusses temptations and the scandals that lead a child into sin.
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On Divorce
Matthew 5: 31. “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’
32. But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, makes

her an adulteress; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” (Matthew 19:9 repeats
5: 32a).

Commentary: Mark 10: 11-12 and Luke 16: 18 join Matthew in this teaching against
divorce. Paul repeats it as being a teaching “from the Lord” in 1 Corinthians 7: 10-11.°
John presupposes it in Jesus’ answer to the Samaritan woman in 4: 16-19.

Luke’s presentation of Jesus’ dictum against divorce seems to be the most
primitive. He begins in 16: 16-17 to remind his readers that the old order of the Law has
come to an end and that a new way of life has begun with the teaching of Jesus. The
moral principle of the Law, however, remains. Luke, having said that heaven and earth
could more easily disappear than one small part of the Law, offers an example in verse
18, which is the reestablishment of the dictum against divorce. Omitting the history of
Moses allowing divorce, Luke reminds his readers that Jesus calls His disciples to a
higher standard. In 16: 18 he makes three points: (a) “Everyone who divorces his wife (b)
and marries commits adultery, and (c) he who marries a woman divorced from her
husband commits adultery.” Torah forbade adultery (Exodus 20: 13; Deuteronomy 5: 18)
but never connected it with divorce. Jesus’ teaching seemed radically strict to His
disciples (Matthew 19: 10ff), yet it is a return to the original Law of God (see Matthew
19: 7-8). Mark 10: 11-12 quotes Jesus, “And he said to them, ‘whoever divorces his wife
and marries commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries
another, she commits adultery.”” Mark is interpreting the strictness of Jesus’ teaching for
a community (presumably at Rome) where a woman could legally initiate a divorce
proceeding. In Palestine, where Jesus preached, this would not have been possible.

Matthew presents Jesus’ teaching within his usual formula, “It was said...But |
say to you,” indicating He is altering the rabbinic interpretation of the Law. Jesus’
reference to the procedures of divorce is a summary of Deuteronomy 24: 1. According to
that Law, the divorced woman was free to marry again without being charged with
adultery. Jesus changes that, teaching that morally she is guilty of adultery. The major
focus of attention among scholars commenting on Matthew is the so-called exceptive
clause, “except on the ground of unchastity” (porneis). This statement has engendered
many explanations. The most perduring explanation, which takes into account that
Matthew is writing for a community that is largely populated by disciples of Jewish
background, holds that the clause refers to marriages attempted within the forbidden
degrees of family relationships. These would, then, be invalid from the very beginning,

® In 1 Corinthians 7: 15 ff, St. Paul offers a teaching he admits is “from me and not from the Lord.” What
he describes is often called the “Pauline Privilege.” It envisions a marriage between pagans, one of whom
becomes a Christian and the other, the unbeliever, refusing to live harmoniously with the new Christian.
Paul allows a separation, but unlike current Church Law says nothing about remarriage by the Christian
party. The “Pauline Privilege” is an extension of the Apostle’s teaching. To view its rationale and
conditions see the New Code of Canon Law, canons 1143-1147.
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(see Leviticus 18: 6-18). The Acts of the Apostles, 15: 20 corroborates this
interpretation.

On Swearing

Matthew 5: 33. “Again you have heard that it was said to men of old, ‘“You shall not swear falsely,
but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.” 34. But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either
by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 35. or by earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem for it is
the city of the great King. 36. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or
black. 37. Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil.”

Commentary: Here, Jesus is extending the demands of the second Commandment
beyond using God’s name in a false oath to forbidding all unnecessary swearing.
Matthew quotes the law of Exodus 20: 7, Leviticus 19: 12, Numbers 30: 3 and
Deuteronomy 23: 22. Jesus’ radical dictum against all swearing of oaths is summed up in
His final directive “say yes when you mean yes, no when you mean no.” Jesus is
reflecting on the evil condition of the world where rampant mistrust demands oaths in
some circumstances. His disciples ought to be people of their word, their “yes” or ‘no”
should be beyond question. Jesus returns to this theme again in Matthew 23: 16-22
where He condemns the casuistry of the scribes and Pharisees who devise means to
nullify oaths once taken but later discovered to be inconvenient. In this Sermon, Jesus
teaches that we not swear, but if we do, carry out the obligation “You shall not swear
falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.” In the final verse we are
warned that any manipulation of the truth “comes from evil” (actually the evil one).
James 5: 12 comments, “Above all, my brothers, do not swear by heaven or by the earth,
or use any oaths at all. If you mean ‘yes’ you must say ‘yes’; if you mean ‘no’ say ‘no’!
Otherwise you make yourselves liable to the judgment.”

On Retaliation:®

Matthew 5: 38. “You have heard that it was said. ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” 39. But
I say to you, Do not resist one who is evil. But if one strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the
other also; 40. and if one should sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as well; 41. and
if one forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 42. Give to him who begs from you, and do
not refuse him who would borrow from you.” (Luke 6: 29. “To him who strikes you on the cheek, offer
the other also; and from him who takes away your cloak do not withhold you coat as well. 30. Give to
everyone who begs from you; and of him who takes away your goods do not ask them again.”

Commentary: Luke, in his Sermon on the Plain, joins Matthew in addressing the issue
of retribution. The *“eye for and eye and tooth for a tooth” is a reference to Exodus 21.:
24; Leviticus 24: 20; and Deuteronomy 19: 21, laws that attempted to fit the punishment
to the crime. It is an adaptation of the “Law of Hammurabi” (1686 BC), a legal system
that influenced much of the ancient Near East. The whole purpose of the law was to
ameliorate a practice that was rampant in a very violent society where retaliation most
often exceeded the injury given. But Jesus, through His examples, demands that His
disciples repudiate all violence and revenge. He would have His followers move beyond
the law courts and culture, and through kindness and generosity restore peace and
harmony. By Jesus’ time, the rabbis had already begun to commute physical punishment

® This is often called the Law of the Talion from the Latin ‘talis’ meaning “such’ or ‘the same” i.e., the
punishment is the same as the offense.
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to fines. But the principle remained in force, equal punishment commensurate with the
crime. Jesus wanted to establish a climate of non-resistance to evil in order to defeat it
completely (see the motivation expressed by Paul in Romans 12: 19-21). The disciple is
not called to passive resignation or indifference to evil. The goal is to draw the evil doer
to a change of heart and conversion. The presupposition is good will on the part of the
one who offends or would injure. This is not always the case. Then, the earlier steps of
lawful redress of evil might have to come into play. Jesus’ point, however, is not to be
content with redressing evil by counter action, but to strive to eliminate it totally, and win
the evil doer to good.

On Love of Enemies

Matthew 5: 43. “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.’ 44. But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45. so that
you may be sons of the Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and the good,
and sends rain on the just and the unjust. 46. For if you love those who love you, what reward have
you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 47. And if you salute only your brethren, what
more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48. You, therefore, must be
perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Luke 6: 27. “But | say to you that hear, Love your
enemies, do good to those who hate you, 28. bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you...32.
If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. 33.
And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same.
34. And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend
to sinners, to receive as much again. 35. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing
in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for he is kind to the
ungrateful and the selfish. 36. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.)

Commentary: Leviticus 19: 18 demanded, “You must love your neighbor as yourself.”
The context and later Pharisaic teaching limited the neighbor to the fellow Jew. While
there is no command, “and hate your enemy,” that was the practical reality of Jesus’ time,
a hatred not only for the occupying Romans, but for religious deviants like the immediate
neighbors the Samaritans. Actually, the expression “and hate your enemies,” should not
be included within the quotations marks that quote the Scriptures (as happens in most
translations). Jesus is actually rejecting this phrase as a false interpretation of Scripture
used by the teachers to justify animosity toward enemies. Jesus demands a positive
attitude of love and prayer for those who would be harmful toward us. The word
translated as “love” is agapein, the strong determination of good will toward all, in
emulation of God’s love for all of us the good and bad; this in imitation of God Himself
who loves us even when we are not faithful to His commands. Agapé is very different
from philein (emotional love) and erein (sensual experience). If we are truly Jesus’
followers, we are called upon to live as He lived, and to love as He loved.

When Jesus teaches that to love and pray for persecutors makes us “sons of your
Father in heaven,” He is repeating the reward attached to the seventh Beatitude where
“peacemakers” are the “sons of God.” Verse 48 requires us to struggle to be perfect,
“You, therefore, must be perfect(ed) as your heavenly Father is perfect.” The parenthesis
intends to point out the precision of the Greek text which, in its reference to us, is a future
middle representing a command to on-going perfection in contrast to the perfection of
God (the Greek is present tense) reminding us that God is already perfect. Perfection as
holiness is an attribute of God that cannot change. We may interpret: holiness is
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wholeness (full integrity, everything one should be). Only God is Holy in this full sense
of the term; we grow in holiness, into integrity which, while never equal to God’s, will
enable us to be the best we can be.

PART Il OF THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

We noted that the Sermon is built around two major principles or k [ lim. The
second teaches that the righteousness of Jesus’ disciples must exceed that of the scribes
and Pharisees. Jesus exemplifies this principle using the typical Jewish practices of
almsgiving, prayer and fasting.

On Almsgiving

Matthew 6: 1. “Beware of practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them; for then you
will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 2. Thus, when you give alms, sound no
trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be
praised by men. Truly, I say to you, they have their reward. 3. But when you give alms, do not let
your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4. so that your alms may be in secret; and your
Father who sees in secret will reward you.”

Commentary: Matthew 23: 5 records Jesus’ condemnation of the scribes and Pharisees
for their constant pursuit of attention, “everything they do is done to attract attention.”
Jesus’ disciples are to be noted for doing the good because it is good, and not to look to
be praised or advanced in the public forum for it. The contrast is the difference between
reward on earth that is fleeting and reward in heaven that lasts forever. Each of the
actions Jesus uses as an example, almsgiving, and in the following verses, prayer and
fasting when done for this worldly adulation bears the Dominical judgment, “Truly, | say
to you, they have their reward,” implying that they can expect nothing beyond the
ephemeral that they have chosen. It is to be noted, that in the previous chapter in
Matthew Jesus’ teaching had to do with the moral quality of the human actions being
performed. In this chapter, the examples of almsgiving, prayer and fasting are all
objectively good, and Jesus’ teaching concentrates on the manner or way the actions are
carried out. Moral theologians speak of three essential elements of a moral action: the
object (what is done), the end (purpose or motivation) and circumstance (how it is done,
or any qualifying element that intensifies or lessens the moral quality of the action).
While not specifically using these terms, Jesus is teaching about the end (motive) and
circumstance (manner of acting) of His disciples. The moral goodness of any action
depends on all three of these elements being morally correct.

There are many ways to give alms: to be seen for praise; to place a beneficiary in
one’s debt; even to dominate another. All of these spoil the goodness of the action. Jesus
contrasts His disciples (note the “you” in the text) with the hypocrites (a word that
originally meant an actor) who play-act at being what in reality they are not. If we are to
be Jesus’ true disciples, we must be genuine.

On Prayer:

Matthew 6: 5. “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and
pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you,
they have their reward. 6. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your
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Father who is in secret; and your father who sees in secret will reward you. 7. And in praying do not
heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard for their many
words. 8. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”

Commentary: There are many times when we pray in public, and Jesus is not
condemning this practice neither for us nor for the Temple and synagogue prayers of His
contemporaries. His teaching about “prayer in secret” again goes to intention. He
indicates this at the beginning of this passage where He condemns hypocrisy. Again He
repeats the Dominical sentence “they have their reward.” Public and corporate prayer is
a requisite because we are a people of faith. But even in these circumstances, some
people seek to stand out and draw attention to themselves: they are louder than anyone
else; they are just ahead or just behind the rest of the congregation in saying the prayers,
again to be noticed; their gestures are exaggerated to catch notice; they substitute a
private posture for that of the rest of the congregation to make a counter-statement to
liturgical directives they do not approve. All this is part of what Jesus disapproves of.
When He says, “go into your room and shut the door,” He is probably thinking of Isaiah
26: 20 “Come my people, and enter your chambers, and shut your doors behind you.”
The prophet is directing the people to safety in time of need until God makes His
appearance. Or Jesus may be thinking of 2 Kings 4: 33 where Elisha “entered in and shut
the door upon the two of them, and prayed to the Lord.” Here the prophet is calling back
to life the son of the Shunnemite woman. The directive is not to hide one’s prayer, but to
be alone with God. Prayer is to be meaningful and not just “empty words”
(battalogéséte). Here we have an injunction against thinking one is praying by the mere
multiplication of word formulae. People, for instance, could be saying the Lord’s Prayer
(which follows) and never attend to the words or their meaning. This is not praying.
Pagans think that they can manipulate God by the mere repetition of words, or that they
are telling God something He does not already know. Isaiah 65: 24 addressed the error of
this thinking: “Before they call | will answer, while they are yet speaking | will hear.”
Why, then, pray? Not to inform God, but to rethink our requests in the presence of God
with the implicit intention that our request carries the condition: if it be for my spiritual
well being, and for that of those for whom 1 pray.

The Lord’s Prayer’

" The source: “Das Gabet des Herrn in den Sprachen Russland, Petersburg, 1870 contributed by Harri
Murk.



215

DUkfa2 TN a9 N3 T TN IR N

il

N s ANETTIS 0 RO0% £ BT DY 1R P

4 R NN 2 [ 7l YaR-58 ¢ Do
198 * DL MINRRT TR R

L | *

The different forms of the Lord’s Prayer are probably reflective of different
liturgical traditions. Scholars generally hold that the clauses in Matthew that are not
paralleled in Luke are liturgical additions. Matthew has seven petitions and Luke five.
Matthew uses the longer form in address to God, something that would be expected in a
Jewish style of prayer. In Luke, the prayer is given in response to the request of a
disciple, “[Jesus] was praying, and when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him,
‘Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples’” (11: 1). Each group among the
Jews had its own “identifying’ prayer, something that uniquely summed up its beliefs and
spirituality. In either form, that of Mathew or Luke, the Lord’s Prayer is exactly that, a
prayer that is the unique possession of Jesus’ followers.

Matthew 6: Luke 11:

9. Our Father who art in heaven, 2. Father

Hallowed be thy name Hallowed be thy name.

10. Thy kingdom come, Thy kingdom come.

Thy will be done,

On earth as it is in heaven.

11. Give us this day our daily 3. Give us each day our daily
bread; bread;

12. And forgive us our debts, 4. and forgive us our sins

As we also have forgiven our for we ourselves forgive every-
debtors; one who is indebted to us;
13. And lead us not into temp- and lead us not into temp-
tation, tation.

But deliver us from evil.

Commentary: Matthew begins with three petitions directed to God, Luke with two.
They are remarkably similar as they ask for the hallowing of God’s name and the arrival
of God’s Kingdom. Matthew’s additions of God’s will accomplished on earth as in
heaven and completion of the address with “our..(and) who art in heaven” could be a
liturgical refinement reflective of the respect and particular aspirations of the Jewish
person at prayer. Yet, as we hope to show they are significant additions. In the second
part of the prayer, Matthew gives us four petitions and Luke three. Once again, the
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similarity is striking, and the addition in Matthew asking deliverance from evil could be a
specification of the petition immediately before it.?

Jesus lays down the proper outline for prayer, attention to the majesty of God first
and then asking for what we need. Telling us to pray to God, as “Father” is the gift Jesus
has offered us by His life, death and resurrection. There is no evidence that Jesus ever
said this prayer apart from teaching it to us. He is Son of God in a much different sense
than we are children of God. He is God’s consubstantial Son; we are adopted sons and
daughters through the gift of grace. The “Our” reminds us that this relationship with the
Father makes us brothers and sisters to one another, a reality that imposes on us the
obligations of respect, care, concern and service that defines us as disciples of Christ.
Speaking of God as “in heaven” is neither to localize Him nor to think of God as distant
from us. In reality, it is a reminder that wherever God is, and God is everywhere, there is
heaven at least in potential. God is in me and around me, above and below me, before
and after me. The whole of my life and all of my most secret thoughts, hopes, desires
and aspirations are fully present to God. This petition is a reminder to live my life always
conscious of living in the presence of God, a presence that is not threatening but
consoling. The hallowing of God’s name is not a request that God receive a holiness He
lacks, for God is Holiness itself. Rather it is a request that all others and | reciprocate by
acknowledging God’s holiness, something we can not do without being as holy as we can
be. Remember above that we already made that point when we said holiness is
wholeness. God is everything God must be to be God, hence, God is Holiness itself; |
cannot attain the same in the absolute, but relatively speaking | image God by being as
holy (therefore as whole) as | can be. Itis in this way that | “hallow” God’s name. And
when | pray “thy will be done” | am reminded that the object of the will is the good.
When I will anything I will it under the aspect of it appearing to me to be good. In
heaven, unlike our journey on earth, the will cannot be duped into desiring something that
appears good when it is not. In heaven, the total Good, God, is totally possessed and
fully attracts the wills of angels and saints. They freely accomplish His will since they
have an infallible grasp on the true Good that fully satisfies all they could ever want.
This petition of the Lord’s Prayer asks that we be given the grace to know the real good
and freely accomplish it. In this way, we attain heaven by living here on earth the
attraction to the true good God wants for us. It is intimately connected with the petition
“they Kingdom come” since the Kingdom, which is already present, yet not complete, is
brought to perfection through our cooperation.

The request for our daily bread is interestingly different in Matthew and Luke. In
Matthew, the request is in the aorist, which means a once-for-all gift, and is therefore
eschatological in meaning. Give us the nourishment that redounds to eternal life. The
Greek word we translate as “daily” is epiousion, a rare word that some translate as the
bread of “tomorrow,” referring to the “day of the Lord” or the Eschaton. In the Latin
translation the word is “supersubstantialis” or supersubstantial, thought to refer to the
Eucharist. The request is, then, for the true Bread of Life. In Luke, the request is asked
in the present tense and on a daily basis kath h meron, where Matthew has s meron

® For an excellent and extended commentary on the Lord’s Prayer see the Catechism of the Catholic
Church, numbers 2777 to 2865.
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(today). Both may be interpreted as eschatological in the sense that while Matthew has
the end time built into the wording of the petition, Luke implies the same eschatology by
his petition, which asks for daily nourishment that inexorably leads to the end purpose
toward which the prayer is oriented. We are familiar with the prayer asking forgiveness
for our “trespasses.” The word opheil mata *“debts” may here reflect Matthew 18: 23-35
where sins against God and man are so described. In Luke the word for offences against
God is harmatia, but Luke returns to Matthew’s word “debts” (opheilonti) in describing
our willingness to forgive those who have offended us. Though the wording is different,
the meaning is clearly the same. The petition “lead us not into temptation” does not
imply that God ever actively tempts anyone. James 1: 13 says clearly: “God cannot be
tempted to do anything wrong, and he does not tempt anyone.” It is a request that God
support us with His grace to overcome any and all temptations in our lives. Matthew
finishes with the request, not in Luke, “But deliver us from evil.” The Greek may be
masculine. It reads apo toii pon roi, and may be translated, “from the evil one.” This
could be an explanatory expansion of the previous petition. The Jews believed that the
“evil one” increased his activities at the last days. Matthew’s account continues with
verses that emphasize the necessity to forgive others in order to be forgiven by God.

14. “For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly father will forgive you; 15. but if you do
not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.”

On Fasting

Matthew 6: 16. “And when you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their
faces that their fasting may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have their reward. 17. But
when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 18. that your fasting may not be seen by men
but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”

Commentary: The only required fasting among the Jews at Jesus’ time was for the feast
of the Day of Atonement (see Leviticus 16: 31; 23: 26-32). But some Pharisees, and
other groups, among them disciples of John the Baptist fasted on other days and even
weekly. In Matthew 9: 14 (and parallels) disciples of John ask Jesus why they and the
Pharisees fast and His disciples do not. Luke 18: 9-14 offers the parable of the Publican
and Pharisee at the temple where the Pharisee boasts, “I fast twice a week.” The Didache
8: 1 may be speaking of the Pharisees and identifies the weekly fasts as taking place on
Mondays and Thursdays. Jesus does not oppose fasting. In fact, He says that when He is
no longer with His disciples, then they will fast (Matthew 9: 15). Once again, He is
teaching against mere external religious actions whose only purpose is to call attention to
the self. One acts in such a way becomes a hypocrite. This issue is not new to the people
of Jesus’ time. lsaiah 58: 1-4ff had already condemned fasting that was improperly
motivated. The fasting that is acceptable to God is that which is penitential and brings
about change and is done from purely religious motives.

THREE LOGIA

“Logia” means words and refers to an assumed collection of the “sayings’ of Jesus
that it is postulated were used by missionary apostles as a kind of “vade mecum’ to help
in the preaching of the Gospel. They no longer exist since the writing of the Gospels into
which the sayings of Jesus have been incorporated.
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Where your Treasure is

Matthew 6: 19. “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and
where thieves break in and steal, 20. but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither
moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21. For where your treasure is,
there will your heart be also.”

Commentary: Luke 12: 33-34 uses this same image but as a directive to almsgiving
(already treated by Matthew 6: 1-4). Luke’s motivation is the attainment of heaven
where all one has is secure from any possibility of loss. Matthew, on the other hand, uses
this image to remind us of the need for that spirit of detachment that Jesus laid down as a
requirement for discipleship in the first Beatitude. The idea of a “treasure in heaven” is
already present in 4 Ezra 7: 77, “For you have a treasure of works laid up with the Most
High; but it will not be shown to you till the last times.” Jesus statement, “For where
your treasure is, there will be your heart also,” is an excellent articulation or a common
experience. What we consider important attracts us to action and commitment. We are
willing to make all kinds of sacrifices and take all precautions to see that nothing
interferes with what we hold important. For the disciple, nothing should distract him/her
from the pursuit of God’s Kingdom.

Have a Sound Moral Vision

Matthew 6: 22. “The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is sound, your whole body will be
full of light; 23. but if your eye is not sound, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the
light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!”

Commentary: Again, Luke 11: 34-36 uses these images in another context and apart
from his own rendering of the Sermon on the Plain. His context is the development of
the saying of Jesus, “No one lights a lamp and puts it in some hidden place or under a
tub, but on a lamp-stand so that people may see the light when they come in.” By
analogy, what is allowed into our lives must be filtered through a “sound eye” to keep the
interior light of discernment and judgment undimmed. Matthew is reminding us that the
health of our faith (often compared to sight) will determine what power external
influences will have on us in their ability to affect our spiritual lives. Seen through the
“eye” of faith, the world will be tested for its moral quality before given a place in our
lives. In5: 15, Matthew recorded Jesus saying that His teaching is ‘light” and that He
gives it to us to make us the “light of the world.” While the present passage is directed to
our personal spiritual condition, it also recalls our obligation to enlighten the world,
having first allowed the light into our lives. Remember the axiom nemo dat quod non
habet (N0 one gives what he/she does not have). We must be healed and instructed first
to be able to be instruments for the healing and instruction of others. The Greek word
translated as “sound” is haplous. It means literally “single,” and as used in a moral sense
it signifies keeping one’s eye on the single goal or purpose of life. Anticipating the next
“logia” in 6: 24, the “sound eye” avoids a divided heart. The opposite is the eye that is
“not sound.” The Greek word, pon ros, means the evil that causes pain and sorrow. The
expression the “evil eye” may come from this text.

Which Master do you serve?
Matthew 6: 24. No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he
will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.
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Commentary: Luke 16: 13 has this same teaching, but again not in the Sermon on the
Plain. In Matthew, the saying follows closely the dictum against the unsound eye.
Deuteronomy 21: 15-17 gives a practical example of divided loyalties, imagining a man
with two wives, one of whom he loves and the other is unloved. If the unloved wife
should bear him a son before the loved wife, the husband may not bestow the “rights of
the first born” on the son born later to the loved wife. There are objective realities that
take precedence over all other considerations. In regard to God, nothing may take
precedence. One has to make the choice, God or mammon (a word of Aramaic origin
that means wealth or property). Devotion to God cannot be compromised.

THREE DIRECTIVES FOR RESPONSE

Do not be Anxious

Matthew 6: 25. “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what
you shall drink, nor about your body, what you shall put on. Is not the life more than food, and the
body more than clothing? 26. Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? 27. And
which of you by being anxious can add one cubit to his span of life? 28. And why are you anxious
about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; 29. yet I
tell you, not even Solomon in all his glory was arrayed like one of these. 30. But if God so clothes the
grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more
clothe you, O men of little faith? 31. Therefore do not be anxious. Saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or
‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32. For the Gentiles seek all these things; and your
heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33. But seek first the kingdom and his righteousness,
and all these things shall be yours as well. 34. Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for
tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Let the day’s own trouble be sufficient for the day.”

Commentary: Luke 12: 22-32 offers this same teaching of Jesus, outside the Sermon on
the Plain, to amplify His answer to a man who asked Him to settle a family dispute over
inheritance. Jesus, no doubt sensing greed in the request answered with the parable of the
“rich fool,” and then warned against avarice with this advice against anxiousness about
things of this world. Matthew simply places this teaching within the Sermon on the
Mount. It develops the three “logia” we considered above. Someone, for example, may
offer an objection to Jesus’ teaching on the strict dichotomy between serving either God
or mammon by observing that we need to have enough to live on decently, comfortably,
happily, etc. Jesus never intended to deny the truth of that concern. We are obligated to
take reasonable care of present and future needs. The issue is our tendency to exaggerate
what is needed, what ‘decently’ means for me, when ‘comfort” slips into luxury, and
when “happiness’ is confined to having more and more and having it securely in this life.
“Anxious” translates the Greek word merimndte, which is a consuming, distracting,
fretful concern that marginalizes, or even totally obscures faith and confidence in God’s
providence. Such anxiousness could lead to actions that would violate God’s law. Jesus
teaches that this anxiousness is absurd and dangerous since it would lead the disciples to
disloyalty toward God who has always given overwhelming evidence of His love and
concern for all of His creatures. Verses 26-30 are addressed to the rich, reminding them
that God’s care for the birds of the air and the lilies of the field should suggest that the
same God is even more solicitous for human beings. Verses 31-32 are addressed to the
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poor, encouraging them that God, who knows their need for food and drink will see to it
that these are supplied in adequate measure. The final verses call upon us to “seek”
God’s Kingdom and righteousness first. This is not an invitation to indolence but to
proper priority of interest. Be active in the world, but in subordination, in all things, to
the demands of the Kingdom and the moral law of righteousness. Worry is fruitless
because it only makes present today the troubles of tomorrow that may never happen.
So, do not be troubled about tomorrow, tomorrow will have its own concerns and they
may not be the ones we expect. Proverbs 27: 1 advises, “Do not boast about tomorrow,
for you do not know what a day may bring forth.” That warning works both ways: the
evil expected may not happen; the success expected might fizzle.

On Judging

Matthew 7: 1. “Judge not, that you be not judged. 2. For with the judgment you pronounce you will
be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get. 3. Why do you see the speck that is
in your brother’s eye, and do not notice the log that is in your own eye? 4. Or why do you say to your
brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,” when there is a log in your own eye? 5. You
hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of
your Brother’s eye.” (Luke 6: 37. “Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not
be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven; 38. give, and it will be given to you; good measure,
pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap. [39 and 40 have no parallel in
Matthew and so are omitted here] 41. Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not
notice the log that in your own eye? 42. Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take out the
speck that is in your eye,” when you yourself do not see the log that is in your own eye? You hypocrite,
first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take out the speck that is in your
brother’s eye.”)

Commentary: Luke joins Matthew with this account from his Sermon on the Plain.
Since Matthew and Luke are written without knowledge of one another and this passage
is not in Mark, one has to assume that the source is the “Q” document, a common source
for both of these authors. Both use the Greek word krin , which means a judgment of
condemnation. This is not, therefore, an issue of evaluation, but of forming a firm
negative opinion about someone and acting upon it. James 4: 11-12 seems to be
commenting on this teaching of Jesus. The suggestion in krin is that one has a clear,
unambiguous ability to appraise the inner motives of another and to know definitively
that the other is an evil person. Jesus does not release us from the obligation of
evaluating the actions of others and taking prudent steps in regard to them if their actions
suggest bad moral influence for others or ourselves. On the other hand, He does not
allow us to give up on the possibility of helping others to conversion and to the
reordering of their lives. He does not allow us to form a final judgment on others that
definitively removes them from all possibility of reforming their lives. And, He makes it
clear that we have to be conscientious to reform our own lives before attempting to
intervene in the lives of others. This means as objective a knowledge of ourselves as is
possible to be sure we are not imposing on others some faults that we are guilty of. The
phrases translated “you will be judged” and “will be the measure you get” have their
verbs in what is called the “theological’ passive, i.e., it is God who renders judgment and
imposes the measure we will receive. This is a commentary on the phrase in the Lord’s
Prayer, “forgive us ... as we forgive.” There is hypocrisy in attempting to reform another
of the “speck in his eye” while unconcerned for the “log in your own eye.”
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On the Care for Holy Things
Matthew 7: 6. “Do not give dogs what is holy; and do not throw your pearls before swine, lest they
trample them underfoot and turn to attack you.”

Commentary: This passage is found only in Matthew, and is therefore to be attributed
to a special source known only to his community. It may be intended as a limit statement
regarding the warning against judging others. We are not required to act without
discernment, or on “blind trust.” The “holy” is probably a reference to the Christian
message, which should be offered where it will be effective and not where it will be
misused. There was a disciplina arcani (hidden discipline) in effect in the ancient world
of Old Testament Judaism and in the life of the early Church. It was expressed in
apocalyptic literature whose purpose was to encourage embattled and persecuted
believers. They knew the meaning of its cryptic and symbolic images, which were
“hidden” from those who were their enemies and persecutors. “Pearls” is also a reference
to the sacred things of the Christian Community, its teaching and Sacraments, probably
also instruction in the faith. Here the Sermon on the Mount may well be one the very
instruction meant. This is not to be thrown before “dogs ... and swine,” Old Testament
images for unclean animals, but here a reference to hostile and rejecting non-believers.
The disciples are not to expose the message to ridicule, not that such would damage the
message in itself, but it may impact negatively on simple believers who lose confidence
in it and possibly would be led to reject it. It is not the message that needs protection, but
those who might knowingly and willingly reject it to their spiritual ruin. This directive
may also be a preparation of the disciples to hear Jesus’ explanation for using parables in
teaching (see Matthew 13: 10ff; and parallels).

On God Answering Prayer

Matthew 7: 7. “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened
to you. 8. For everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be
opened. 9. Or what man of you, if his son asks him for bread, will hand him a stone? 10. Or if he
asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? 11. If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to
your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask
him!

Commentary: Luke 11: 9-13 offers the same encouraging words in the context that
began with his formulation of the Lord’s Prayer. In both Luke and Matthew the verbs
“ask,” “seek,” “knock” are imperatives reflecting a confident attitude that God will
respond positively. Again, we are in the presence of the “Q” source, from which
Matthew and Luke draw their material. Note that Jesus does not promise that we will get
exactly what we pray for, but that our asking, seeking and knocking will never be in vain.
God will give us what is beneficial to our spiritual well-being and that of those for whom
we pray, and He will give us nothing that would ever jeopardize our spiritual lives. Just
as any loving father would not hurt his child with a harmful response to a legitimate
request, so our heavenly Father is even more solicitous for our good and will give us only
good things. The freedom with which the evangelists used their sources is evident in
Luke’s concluding mention of active benefits where he substitutes the Father’s gift of the
Holy Spirit. Compare Matthew’s “If you know how to give good gifts to your children,
how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him” with
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Luke saying, “how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who
ask him.”

The three imperatives are not redundant. Each has a particular meaning for
prayer. To “ask” in Greek is aiteite meaning a petitioner who is conscious and accepting
of subordination to the one from whom the benefit is asked. The one asking is conscious
of his need and equally confident that his benefactor will respond positively. This asking
in prayer is an act of adoration of God with a confidence that the response will be the
most beneficial to the one praying. It recognizes God’s omnipotence and His love for the
person in need. When Jesus directs us to “seek” the Greek word z teite is used. When
used metaphorically it means to seek by thinking, to learn how to do something, to strive
to know what ought to be sought, what is best. It involves persistence in prayer to allow
the petitioner to investigate the request and to come to the point of being able to leave it
finally in God’s hands as One completely trusted and the One who knows best what is
good for us, whose timing of response will be most appropriate. To “knock” in Greek is
krotiete it means is to importune God’s help, not because God is slow or reluctant, but
because the petitioner needs to be aware of the obligations and other consequences of
his/her request. We have already discovered in Matthew 6: 8 that Jesus assured us that
the multiplication of words is not necessary either to wear God down or to inform Him of
our needs, “Your heavenly Father already knows what you need before you ask Him.”
We have an example of this in the passage where Jesus required the blind man to speak
his request “Lord that I may see” (Mark 10:51), it was not that Jesus did not know what
the man wanted, but that He wanted the man to know that once he did see his whole life
would change, he would have to take responsibilities for himself. Here, too, Jesus is
saying to us that if we “knock” and enter the world of His answer to our requests, we
must be willing to accept and fulfill the obligations this places on us. The standing
obligation is clearly that of acknowledging Jesus for His graciousness which we do when
we live in obedience to His will for us.

The Golden Rule
Matthew 7: 12. “So whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; for this is the law
and the prophets.” (Luke 6: 31. “And as you wish men would do to you, do so to them.”)

Commentary: This single verse may be one of the best known in Scripture. Would that
it were one of the best followed! Jesus did not invent it. The rabbis already taught the
“Golden Rule” but in a negative form, “Do not do to others what you do not want others
to do to you” a formula is found in the book of Tobit 4: 15. This would be a far better
world than it is if all lived that principle and did not lie, steal, injure, etc., because they
did not want any of these evils done to them. But, Jesus is not satisfied with the negative
for His disciples. He is the initiator of the Rule in its positive form requiring that we take
the initiative to do good to others whether our deeds be reciprocated or not. Each and all
of the Beatitudes are incorporated into this principle. It may even be said that this one
single Rule summarizes the whole of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount and the whole of
Luke’s Sermon on the Plain. As such, it can be considered the conclusion to both
Sermons. What follows are important points, but they are a directive, warning and
parable with practical advice.
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The Narrow Gate

Matthew 7: 13. “Enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard, that
leads to life, and those who find it are few.”

Commentary: Luke 13: 23-24 uses this image as part of Jesus’ response to a concerned
questioner who wanted to know whether the saved are many or few. In Matthew, the
image draws on the Sermon on the Mount where it should be obvious that God’s desire is
for everyone to be saved. But the path to salvation requires living as Jesus has outlined.
Jesus also, in this statement indicates that the Kingdom is not totally future but has
already begun and is present in historical time, though incomplete and brought to its
completion by our compliance with His teaching. The seemingly severe prediction Jesus
gives in these verses means that abusing human freedom can lead to eternal loss. If that
happens then while all are called, those who are saved are fewer by the number of those
who have freely and seriously sinned and died in their sins (see Matthew 22: 14). The
tradition of the “double-way” is already rooted in covenant theology as expressed in
Deuteronomy 11: 26; 30: 15; Jeremiah 21: 8; Wisdom 5: 6-7; Proverbs 28: 6. Jesus is
reminding us again and again to keep our eyes on the goal and purpose of life and to let
nothing of the attractions of this world obscure our eschatological vision and thereby
cause us to deviate from the path to eternal life.

The Test of Discipleship

Matthew 7: 15. “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are
ravenous wolves. 16. You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorns, or figs
from thistles? 17. So, every sound tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears evil fruit. 18. A sound
tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. 19. Every tree that does not bear good
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20. Thus you will know them by their fruits.” (Luke 6: 43.
For no good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; 44. for each tree is known by its
own fruit. For figs are not gathered from thorns, nor grapes picked from a bramble bush. 45. The good
man out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil man out of his evil treasure produces
evil; for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”)

Commentary: Matthew is concerned for the leadership of the Church in this passage.
False prophets are finally exposed by their actions. Accountability is assured and
leadership is warned that its works will be assayed in judgment and what is evil will be
punished. Luke, though depending on “Q” for the basic material he shares with Matthew
nevertheless reads the source in another way. He sees the words of Jesus as addressing
personal faith and personal response. He doesn’t mention “false prophets” but envisions
all disciples and their genuine living of the faith they claim to profess. Once again it is
their works that will indicate their fidelity. One’s actions articulate the true self since all
action makes the heart visible.

Do not allow Yourself to be Deceived

Matthew 7: 21. “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he
who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22. On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord,
did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name?’ 23. And then will I declare
to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you evildoers.”” (Luke 6: 46 “Why do you call me “Lord,
Lord,” and not do what I tell you?”)
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Commentary: It is impossible to miss the implication in this passage that Jesus is
claiming divinity by presenting Himself as the final Judge and the one designated by the
divine title “Lord”. This scene anticipates the judgment that all of us must endure at the
end of our lives, that of giving an accounting of our lives. Lip service will not suffice. It
IS our actions that authentically describe who we are and what we really believe. As for
prophesying in the Lord’s name without His authorization, Jeremiah 14: 15 warns, “those
who prophesy in my name when | have not sent them ... will be doomed.” The sentence
“depart from me you evil doers” reflects Psalm 6: 8.

Comparing the Doers and Non-Doers of the Word

Matthew 24. “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man
who built his house upon the rock; 25. and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and
beat upon that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock. 26. And everyone who
hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house upon
the sand; 27. and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house,
and it fell; and great was the fall of it.” (Luke6: 47. Everyone who comes to me and hears my words
and does them, | will show you what he is like: 48. he is like a man building a house, who dug deep, and
laid the foundation on rock; and when a flood arose, the stream broke against that house, and could not
shake it, because it had been well built. 49. But he who hears and does not do them is like a man who built
his house on the ground without a foundation; against which the stream broke, and immediately it fell, and
the ruin of that house was great.”

Commentary: This parable is from “Q” but treated somewhat differently by each of our
authors. The meaning is the same. Faith will be tried by storms and trials of life, as Jesus
has been warning with different images from Matthew 7: 13 till this pericope. If the faith
is solidly founded, all of the storms whether they take the form of opposition to the
Church itself or of challenges in the individual believer’s life will not destroy it. All
depends on whether the Church as community or the individual believer lives as Jesus
has taught. In Matthew, 16: 13-20 we discover that the one foundation is Jesus: Christ
and Son of God; and in 16: 24 we learn that if we want to be Jesus’ disciples we must
“renounce [the self] and take up [the] cross and follow [Jesus].” Again, we must not fail
to see the implication of what Jesus is saying. He is again implicitly claiming divine
authority by making it clear that we stand or fall by living His word.

The Sermon’s Effect

Matthew 7: 28. And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teaching,
29. for he taught as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.

Commentary: Mark 1: 21-22 and Luke 4: 31-32 will also record the amazement of
people who saw that Jesus taught as one with authority and not like the scribes. The
scribes merely commented on the Law and prophets, attempting to apply their message to
current situations. Jesus did more than that. He taught the need for more than external
compliance with rules. The interior disposition and intention was also subject to moral
judgment. His disciples were to interiorize the Law, and to guard their secret thoughts,
hopes and aspirations. Jesus is someone who has direct access to the Father. His
teaching is the Father’s teaching. Obedience to Jesus is obedience to the Father. Scribal
teaching was exposition of the Law; Jesus’ teaching fulfilled it, perfected it and
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reinterpreted it in ways that changed what had been current till His time but could no
longer be applicable now that Jesus had come. The “righteousness” Jesus demands far
exceeded that of the scribes and Pharisees.

One can easily understand that the crowd would be “astonished” (exepl ssonto) at
His teaching. The Greek word makes this clear. The prefix “ex” is intensive. Attached
to the word we translate as “astonished,” it describes the crowd’s reaction as an
exceedingly noticeable response of delight and challenge. Is it that for us? And will we
be challenged to know Jesus’ mind and carry it out in our own lives, having heard His
message and meditated upon it?
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