
Handout - The Greatest Sermon Ever Preached 

By his announcement of the kingdom of heaven, Jesus has been drawing crowds 
from Galilee and the surrounding regions (4:17, 23–25). Now, in his first major 
discourse in this Gospel, commonly known as the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5–7), 
Jesus explains what it means to live under God’s reign. The sermon is addressed 
primarily to his committed disciples, who are set apart as possessing an intimate 
relationship with God as “your Father”—a phrase used seventeen times in this 
discourse. The sermon expounds the fundamental attitudes Jesus’ disciples are to 
have in relationship to God as their Father, to Jesus as their Lord, to one another as 
brothers and sisters, and to others, even their enemies. As God’s children, they are 
to live differently from others in the world and follow a standard that is nothing less 
than being “perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48). 

But the sermon is more than a discourse on discipleship or ethics. As Davies 
comments, the Sermon on the Mount “compels us, in the first place, to ask who he 
is who utters these words.” With Christ’s radical demands and unique claims of 
authority, the sermon expresses a profound Christology. Jesus says his disciples will 
be persecuted not for God or for the Torah but for him (5:11). Moreover, Jesus 
asserts himself as the authoritative interpreter of the Torah, superseding all previous 
understandings of the law (“But I say to you …”) and making his own teaching the 
new standard for righteousness. Jesus thus claims “a status that no teacher of the 
Law can legitimately allow himself,” making an “open claim that he himself is on 
the same exalted level as the Lawgiver—as God.” He even offers a climactic 
depiction of himself as the world’s final judge, weighing the actions of all people 
and deciding who can enter the kingdom of heaven (7:21–23). With Jesus making 
these unprecedented claims, it is no wonder that the crowds are astonished at his 
authority (7:28–29).1 

The most famous part of Matthew is surely the “Sermon on the Mount”. It can be 
printed on a single page and read in fifteen minutes. Yet its influence on the world 
has been greater than that of any other sermon ever preached. 
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The high moral standards of this sermon have often been thought to be so 
impractical and impossible that it has been interpreted as a morality only for an elite 
circle of saints and mystics. Or it has been thought to describe how we will live in 
Heaven, but not on earth. Finally, some consider this teaching an “interim ethic” 
(Albert Schweitzer’s term), which could be lived only for a short time before 
Christ’s Second Coming. In this scenario, only if we shared Christ’s belief that the 
end was near could we live in such a detached and unselfish way. This idea that true 
morality must be based on a false conception of history is self-refuting. 

But what is the right answer? The problem is the extreme difficulty of “turning the 
other cheek” and “going the extra mile” and avoiding hate and lust as well as 
murder and adultery. There are two possible solutions. 

The first solution is suggested by the incident with the rich young ruler in 19:16–22. 
The solution is that the law is deliberately too difficult for us. Jesus is not giving us 
a morality that He thinks we can practice, but a morality He knows we can’t. For 
morality is not salvation. The moral law is not the good news, the operation; it is the 
bad news, the diagnosis, the X-ray. It is law, not grace; law correctly and purely 
interpreted. 

The Pharisees had misinterpreted obedience to the moral law as a performance, as 
external behavior. And they obeyed it to the letter. But Jesus says that God demands 
more, not less, than the strict observances of the Pharisees; He demands a 
dedicated, a pure heart. For God is a lover, not a machine. He wants not just 
behavior of a certain kind, but persons of a certain kind, persons who are “perfect, 
as your Father in heaven is perfect” (5:48). The law shows us what we must do and 
can’t do. Then and only then are we in the market for grace and salvation. 

The second answer is that although we cannot do it by ourselves, God can 
accomplish this transformation in us. Matthew 5 to 7, like 1 Corinthians 13, 
describes the love-life that is natural to God, not to us. It is supernatural to us. But it 
is what starts to happen in us when Christ gets inside. 2 
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The Sermon on the Mount is a manifesto of the Kingdom of Heaven. It is a 
compendium of the moral code of Christianity. It contains some of the best-known 
material in the New Testament (e.g., the Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer). Jesus 
declares at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, “Think not that I have come 
to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them but to fulfil 
them” (Matt 5:17). Jesus explains how the New Law fulfills and deepens the 
directives of the Old Law. He teaches on anger, adultery, marriage and divorce, 
oaths, retaliation, love for enemies, and almsgiving. He gives us the Lord’s Prayer 
as the way we should approach the Father (Matt 6:9–13). He lays out the Golden 
Rule as the summation of the Christian ethic. 

The demands of the Sermon on the Mount are challenging ones, but they are key to 
the authentic life of the Christian. They are delivered with a divine and Messianic 
authority that surpasses that of Moses, who first delivered the Law to Israel at 
Mount Sinai. As Matthew declares at the end of the sermon, “Now when Jesus had 
finished saying these things, the crowds were astounded at his teaching, for he 
taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes” (Matt 7:28–29). Saint 
Augustine declared that the Sermon offers “the perfect way of the Christian life … 
This sermon contains … all the precepts needed to shape one’s life” (Serm. Dom. 
1.1). As Pope John Paul II wrote, the Sermon on the Mount is the Magna Carta of 
gospel morality (VS §15), specifically in the way that the Sermon “demonstrates the 
openness of the commandments and their orientation toward the horizon of the 
perfection proper to the Beatitudes. These latter are above all promises, from which 
there also indirectly flow normative indications for the moral life” (VS §17) 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church 1965–66, 1968, 1454, 1724, 1966, 2153, 2262, 
2336, 2608, 2830).3 
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