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Preface 
 
 
Radical Philosophy of Life is the title of this book, and it sounds like, and is 
in fact, a program. The Sermon on the Mount offers exactly that. It leaves 
nobody untouched, and the interpretation should reinforce and by no means 
impair its radical message. 

This sermon is indeed an extremely radical speech. How can such a radical 
message be fundamental for churches and a guideline for ordinary people? 
The label ‘radical’ has often been attached to the Sermon on the Mount. Its 
radical demands have been a program for ascetic and extreme ethical 
mountain-climbers, but they are not at all attractive for modern bon viveurs. 
The radicalism can also easily be perceived as irrelevant for people from 
other religions and philosophies. The title Radical Philosophy of Life gives an 
indication of what the sermon is all about and why this sermon has become 
the most influential speech ever. 

When I started my projects on the Sermon on the Mount I was a bit em-
barrassed for adding another book to the seemingly endless number of books 
and articles on this topic. When finishing my voluminous book Parables and 
Rhetoric in the Sermon on the Mount (2015), I was surprised that it was still 
possible to say something new about this speech. As a classical speech it can 
and must be reinterpreted in every generation, but every generation should 
hopefully also provide new insights. 

The reviews were encouraging, and some of them noted that I had 
announced ‘forthcoming studies’. In 2015 I was careless enough to announce 
four forthcoming studies (“Pilgrims, Prophets and Sages: Radicalism in the 
Sermon on the Mount”; “Audience in the Sermon on the Mount”; “On 
composition and genre of the Sermon on the Mount”; “Auf der Spur einer 
‘Grundsatzrede’ [“Inaugural Speech”] vor der Bergpredigt?”). The last one is 
already published (ZNW 110 [2019], 202–239), but three of them appear here 
(§§ 3–5). 

In the kind reviews of my book I was challenged on three other issues: on 
the rhetoric of the speech, on the relation to the Sermon on the Plain 
(Matthew versus Luke) and on the interpretation of the sermon as wisdom 
literature versus an eschatological interpretation. These issues are the themes 
in §§ 2, 3, 4–8. 



VI Preface 

In Parables and Rhetoric in the Sermon on the Mount (2015), I studied all 
the parables and texts with a metaphorical character. In this present book I 
add only one exegetical study, on the wisdom text, Matt 6,34. 

My interest in this book is to widen the perspective from the exegesis of 
Matt 5–7 to important issues in the scholarly debates, and I try audaciously in 
every paragraph to take fresh approaches, offer new perspectives, etc. 

If we follow the outline in this book, in § 1, “History of Research”, I try to 
see this history in a much broader perspective and to differentiate more 
clearly between ‘influence’ and ‘interpretation’. 

In § 2 – on ‘historical approach’ – I have a methodological agenda: I put 
general historiography in the forefront, which implies that some methods 
must be revised, and shed new light on the source problem and on the 
question of ‘authenticity’. Principles for reconstructions behind the text and 
the possibility of an analysis of a ‘Matthean community’ will be debated. The 
quest for the historical Jesus is and must be unavoidable; the problem is 
seemingly easy to handle because of the generally sympathetic attitude 
towards the Jesus-speech. But even in this case the methodology must be 
clear and transparent. 

§§ 3 and 4 offer ‘literary approaches’, principles for composition analysis 
and discussion of the prospects for and alternatives to a rhetorical approach. 
§ 4 discusses different approaches to the problem of audience and/or ad-
dressee, proposing a kind of reader-response analysis as a tool. 

In §§ 5–7 ethical and theological questions are at stake. The question of 
‘radicalism’ (§ 5) must be crucial in any interpretation of Matt 5–7 and in a 
book with the title Radical Philosophy of Life, the term ‘philosophy’ (§ 6) is 
consciously chosen. Not theology or eschatology, but philosophical reflection 
is the theme, and this yields a fresh approach to the understanding of the 
teaching of Jesus in a Jewish-Hellenistic context. § 7 analyses the ethical 
argumentation in Matt 5–7 and James in a new way, and tries to describe the 
kind of similarity between the two texts. 

The last two paragraphs go into specific texts. § 8 provides exegetical 
remarks to one verse, Matt 6,34, and sees this wisdom-text in light of philo-
sophical debates in the first century CE. § 9 deals with Matt 5,23f. I have 
previously presented a comprehensive interpretation of the parable. The text 
has been a stumbling-block for exegetes, and it has been almost entirely 
overlooked in parable-research. Parable-scholars can simply not apply their 
methods to Matt 5,23f. Some texts are like pebbles in the roads that can 
topple even big loads. Tto continue speaking figuratively, using another 
image: only a little stroke can fell the big oak. 

As a retired scholar one does not have the busiest schedule, but without my 
two institutions (MF – Norwegian School of Theology, Religion and Society 
in Oslo and VID – Specialized University in Stavanger) I could not have 
finished this book. I am grateful to the libraries in Oslo, Stavanger, and Berlin 



 Preface VII 

(Humboldt University), but due to Covid 19 public libraries have been closed 
in the final stage of this book. As a Norwegian working regularly at Hum-
boldt University in Berlin, I need to have corrected many English idioms. I 
am grateful to Ellen and Piers Crocker for doing this task. I am also grateful 
to my colleagues Karl Olav Sandnes, Ole Jacob Filtvedt and Jostein Ådna for 
reading some articles. I want to finally express my gratitude to the editor, 
Jörg Frey, who from the very beginning of the work encouraged me to pub-
lish this book. 

 
Stavanger/Oslo, Fall 2020 Ernst Baasland 
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§ 1  Remarks on the History of Research 
 
 

The Sermon on the Mount (SM) is like a high enigmatic mountain. Enigmatic 
mountains fascinate. They invite us to exploration and discoveries. In some 
parts they are difficult to climb. 

Classical texts like the SM are never undiscovered and uncharted territory. 
Few texts have been interpreted more intensively than the SM. It has been 
studied in every generation for about 2,000 years, in most countries of the 
world, by nearly all groups of people. Its enigmatic character is still there, 
and there are still undiscovered places. Discovery of these places can yield a 
new picture. The purpose of this book is to explore some of the darker spots 
and provide a better guide through the enigmatic mountain. 

In spite of – or because of – the importance of the SM through the cen-
turies, a comprehensive history of research about the famous text has not 
been written so far. A comprehensive history of research would fill at least 
five volumes, and these five volumes are indeed a desideratum in scholarship. 
The relatively extensive introductory paragraph in this book cannot fill this 
gap. It is more a prolegomenon to the fascinating story about the SM. This 
story is as such important for the understanding of the SM today. 

Warren S. Kissinger, Friedrich Wilhelm Kantzenbach and Clarence Bau-
man et al. have covered many aspects of this exciting history.1 This introduc-
tory paragraph offers – in short form – a more comprehensive approach, in 
which the complexity of the problems is illustrated. 

1.1 Preliminary Remarks 

The object we explore is only seemingly clear. Is the SM the map more than 
the territory? It is to some extent confusing that ‘Sermon on the Mount’ can 
mean at least six different things: 

1) A speech Jesus delivered in his earliest ministry. Jesus apparently gave 
many speeches in Galilee in his earliest ministry, but one of these was like an 

                                
1 Kissinger, Sermon (1975); Kantzenbach, Bergpredigt (1982); Bauman, Sermon (1985) – 

and Greenman et al. (eds.), Sermon (2007). In addition Berner, Bergpredigt (21983), and a 
number of profound studies on theologians and exegetes who have contributed substantial-
ly to the research of the SM (Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, etc.). 
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inaugural speech. The differences between them make it clear that one of 
them or more than one of them conveys an authentic historical account of 
Jesus’ inaugural speech. 

2) The reconstructed speech, more or less the common sayings in Matt 5–7 
and Luke 6,20–49. 

3) The focus on Matt 5–7 can mean that everything must be seen from the 
standpoint of Matthew and his community about 80 CE.2 The SM means what 
Matthew targeted with this relatively comprehensive inaugural speech. 

4) The very name sermo in monte points to the first of five speeches in 
Matthew (Matt 5–7), different from the Sermon on the Plain (SP) in Luke 
6,20–49. Only Matthew has a sermon on the Mount(ain). Since Augustine the 
SM means primarily Matt 5–7, and because of its ‘Wirkungsgeschichte’ most 
people (and scholars) have the SM and not the SP in mind.3 

5) The SM as text, its topics and its central meaning, more or less in-
dependent from the historical questions. The SM as text has had, and con-
tinues to have, impact on people in societies and religions. 

6) Theologians sometimes use the SM as a cipher for the specific, radical 
ethics in Jesus’ teaching or for the ethical teaching of Jesus in general.4 Some 
would add: it is the genuine teaching of Jesus, and even the genuine Christian 
teaching, the essence of Christianity. It is a striking fact that people outside 
the Church more than theologians, and theologians more than exegetes, see 
the SM as the essence of Christianity. Many theologians tend to underline the 
problematic demands, and exegetes tend to underline the obscure historical 
circumstances. 

It is confusing if scholars do not have clear definitions and a clear under-
standing of the object they investigate. Ambiguity is difficult to avoid,5 but it 
is necessary to strive for clarity. 

1.1.1 The History of Research – the Challenges of Overviews 

In general, we see two main approaches to the history of research, and here a 
third will be added. The diachronic approach is after all the most objective 
and can at its best be somewhat comprehensive. E.g. Kissinger and Kantzen-
bach offered entirely diachronic views. 

                                
2 Marxsen, “Streit um die Bergpredigt” (1986), cf. idem, “Streit am falschen Ort” 

(1982), 508: “Wer nicht den ganzen Text meint, mißbraucht das Wort ‘Bergpredigt’”, and 
he adds: “Die Bergpredigt ist eine literarische Größe, aber kein Qualitätsbegriff”. 

3 Augustine’s De sermone in monte framed the notion of one, early decisive speech. 
This speech, independent of Augustine and regardless of all kinds of historical criticism, 
tends to be read as Jesus’ historical speech. 

4 According to Goppelt, “Problem der Bergpredigt” (1968), 27: “Das Problem der Berg-
predigt treibt gegenwärtig Menschen am Rande der Kirche mehr um als die Theologen.” 

5 Syreeni, “Separation and Identity” (1994), differentiates between “textual, concrete, 
symbolic world” in the SM. 
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In the systematic approaches three to eight ‘solutions’ are listed.6 The 
‘solutions’ offer mostly a mixture of names, positions, methods and inten-
tions, etc. Many lists have particular interests; they want to prepare for the 
scholar’s own position. 

1) The diachronic view. Such reviews should start with the New Testament 
and the Church Fathers, and move forward strictly chronologically, with the 
first major contributions by Augustine and John Chrysostom, then make a 
major stop with the Reformation and finally end with the many modern 
positions.7 

Modern scholars tend to start with the Reformation or at most with the 
monastic/scholastic interpretation, which was the starting-point for the 
Reformation. 

Georg Strecker8 found the following types of interpretation: 1. Pauline-Lutheran (Law and 
Gospel), 2. Realistic demands (left wing of Reformation), 3. Ethics of intention, 4. Reli-
gious-history school, 5. Dialectical Theology, 6. Peace movement. 

Leonhard Goppelt operated with seven positions: 1. Left wing of Reformation 
(“Schwärmerische”), 2. Catholic, 3. Luther, 4. Gesinnungsethik, 5. ‘Consequent Eschatol-
ogy’, 6. ‘Actual Eschatology’, 7. Goppelt’s own approach.9 

William D. Davies/Dale Allison10 also offer a comprehensive view here: 1. The Monas-
tic Approach. The ideal of Matt 5,48 should be lived out. 2. The Absolutist Approach (Leo 
Tolstoy, Francis of Assisi, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, et al.). 3. The Doctrine 
of the Two Kingdom Approach, distinguishing between spiritual and civil order; private 
and public realm. 4. The Impossible Ideal, teaching the necessity of grace for those who 
have actually decided to obey the commandments, 5. The Ethic of Intention, speaking to 
individuals about attitudes and internal dispositions (Heinrich Julius Holtzmann and Wil-
helm Herrmann). 6. The Christological Approach: the Sermon on the Mount is a self-portrait 
of Christ (Karl Barth, Eduard Thurneysen). 7. The Historical-Critical Approach, consider-
ing the pre-Gospel tradition, its relation to Paul, Jewish parallels – both the eschatological 
and wisdom-teaching. They end up with eight theses that describe their own position. 

Hans Dieter Betz in his stimulating diachronic overview focused mostly on the 
historical problems and the questions of composition and genre.11 

Marcel Dumais12 provided extensive coverage for the period 1880 to 1980. 

                                
6 Traub, “Problem der Bergpredigt” (1936), lists eight positions (Catholic ethics, 

Tolstoy, Naumann, eschatological interpretations, rabbinic interpretations, M. Dibelius, 
Windisch, W. Herrmann). 

7 Cf. Kantzenbach, Bergpredigt (1982), 21–76. L. Allen, “The Sermon on the Mount in 
the History of the Church” (1992).  

8 Strecker, Bergpredigt (21985), 13–23. 
9 Goppelt, Die Bergpredigt und die Wirklichkeit dieser Welt (1968), 27.  
10 Davies/Allison, “Reflections” (1991), the theses, pp. 294ff. 
11 H.D. Betz, Sermon (1995), 5–44. 
12 M. Dumais, Le Sermon sur la Montagne: État de la recherche, interprétation, biblio-

graphie, Paris: Letouzey et Ané 1995. 



4 § 1 Remarks on the History of Research 

Diachronic approaches are not very efficient if one tries to come to the heart 
of the matter. The alternative, systematic approaches do, however, focus 
mainly on the core of the matter. 

2) Systematic approaches. These approaches or overviews mostly investi-
gate the ‘meaning’ (German: Sinn) of the SM. Scholars formulate what the 
SM is all about, focusing on one aspect, what they call the problem of the 
SM, and this is the problem of radicalism: Can the radical demands be lived 
out, can they be fulfilled (German: Erfüllbarkeit)?13 The Antitheses in Matt 
5,21–48 are therefore the key to the solution of the problem.14 Some scholars 
focus on the eschatology, but mostly also as the solution to the problem of 
radicalism. Most contributions to the history of research put this question in 
the forefront.15 

Harvey King McArthur offered a more comprehensive list, and found twelve positions: 
1. The Absolutist View. 2. Others have dealt with the issue by Modifying the Text of the 
sermon. 3. The Hyperbole View, but there is disagreement over exactly which sections 
should not be taken literally. 4. The General Principles View argues that Jesus was not giv-
ing specific instructions, but general guidelines of how one should behave. 5. The Double 
Standard View divides the teachings of the sermon into general precepts and specific 
counsels. 6. The Two Realms View, proposed by Martin Luther divided the world into the 
religious and secular realms and argued that the sermon only applied to the spiritual realm. 
7. The Analogy of Scripture View holds that the more rigid precepts in the sermon were 
moderated by other parts of the New Testament. 8. The notion of Attitudes, not Acts. 
9. The Interim Ethics View sees Jesus as being convinced that the world was going to end 
in the very near future. 10. Martin Dibelius’ Unconditional Divine Will View, which holds 
that although the ethics behind the sermon is absolute, the fallen state of the world makes it 
impossible to live up to them. 11. The Repentance View holds that Jesus knew that the 
precepts in his sermon were unattainable, and that it was meant to stimulate repentance and 
faith in the gospel. 12. Another Eschatological View is that of modern dispensationalism: 
Although we are currently living in an age where the teachings of the sermon are im-
possible to fulfil, in the future millennium they will be fulfilled and their fulfilment is a 
prerequisite to salvation. 

                                
13 Schulz, Neutestamentliche Ethik (1987), 462, and Schnackenburg, “Die Bergpredigt 

Jesu und der heutige Mensch” (1967), 117 (“… wie schwierig und schwerwiegend die 
Frage der Erfüllbarkeit ist”). Roloff, Neues Testament (31982), 107–122: He takes into 
account “die systematische Frage nach Geltungsbereich und Realisierbarkeit der ethischen 
Forderungen Jesu” (108). Most history of the research deals with this question. Bauman, 
Sermon (1985), and Lapide, Bergpredigt (1982/61986)/Sermon (1986), ask for the mean-
ing.  

14 Jeremias, Bergpredigt ([1959/]1966), 171, sees ‘radicalism’ (“die Erfüllbarkeits-
frage”) as ‘the problem’. He adds: “Das ist eine Frage, die sehr tief greift und nicht nur 
Unterricht und Verkündigung betrifft, sondern die, wenn wir uns ihr wirklich stellen, an 
die Wurzeln unserer Existenz fällt”. 

15 Besides Jeremias, Roloff, Bauman and Lapide, also Davies/Allison, “Reflections” 
(1991), 284–293. 
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Joachim Jeremias found four solutions of the problem: the perfectionist conception – 
the theory of the impossible ideal (“Lutheran”) – the theory of interim ethics 
(A. Schweitzer) – and the SM as an ‘Early Christian Catechism’ (J. Jeremias).16 

Jürgen Roloff17 reduced the history of research to four types: 1. Relativising the pre-
cepts (some persons, some periods of time, or only a principle). 2. Radicalising (Tolstoy: 
criticism of culture and society, or Ernst Bloch: a revolutionary program). 3. Privatising. 
4. Christological interpretation. 

Pinchas Lapide18 found similarly eight positions, ten are misinterpretations, that prepare 
for his own approach: 1. The perfectionist view (Mosissimus Mose/work of righteousness). 
2. An ethics that is impossible to keep (Gerhard Kittel, et al.). 3. An interim ethics (‘Ethik 
der Zwischenzeit’). 4. Utopian ethics. 5. Disciple-ethics. 6. A romantic view, a radical 
handbook. 7. An ethics of attitude. 8. Pinchas Lapide’s realistic view of eliminating wrong-
doing and improving the world. 

Clarence Bauman (1928–1995) published the most comprehensive book on 
the history of research from this point of view. He concentrated entirely on 
the question of ‘radicalism’, and his systematic history lists 36 different 
views.19 

To give right answers to false questions makes no sense. Questions must 
be raised in a precise way or they will in reality turn out to be false questions. 
Exegetes often ask: What is the problem, or the meaning?20 To start with the 
question of the meaning (German: Sinn) of the SM is not false, but too 
general and it focuses on one aspect (radicalism/the fulfilment of the radical 
demands) and on the Antitheses in particular.21 

The question of radicalism is only one problem. It is indeed an important 
one, and we will deal extensively with the problem of radicalism in one 
paragraph (§ 5) and return to the general problem of ‘meaning’ (or ‘mean-
ings’) of the SM in the concluding paragraph, but not the crucial question in 
the exegesis of the SM. There is indeed more than one problem and this book 
deals with the seven to ten crucial questions. 

These theses of only one meaning leads often to formulations of the type 
‘the SM is not …’, ‘the SM is not …’. We see the minimalistic outcome 
expressed as an ‘only’ or ‘not’: The SM is only for monks, only for the 
disciples, only for an interim period, only an ‘attitude’, etc. Or: the SM is not 

                                
16 Jeremias, Sermon (1961), 7–16. 
17 Roloff, Neues Testament (1977), 115–117. 
18 Lapide, Bergpredigt (1982)/Sermon (1986). 
19 Bauman, Sermon (1985), cf. Davies/Allison, “Reflections” (1991), 284–293; Aukrust, 

“Bergpredigt II” , TRE 5 (1980), here 624–626. 
20 Cf. Windisch, Sinn der Bergpredigt (1928/1937); Fiebig, “Sinn der Bergpredigt” 

(1929/30); J. Schneider, Sinn der Bergpredigt (1936).  
21 Cf. Traub, “Problem der Bergpredigt” (1936); Goppelt, “Problem der Bergpredigt” 

(1968). Cf. already Rafael Gyllenberg, “Religion und Ethik in der Bergpredigt”, ZST 13 
(1936), 682–705, here 683: the problem in the SM is the extreme radical demands (“das 
Problem der Unerfüllbarkeit der Forderungen Jesu”). 
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law, not regulation for the state, not general ethical devices, etc. This is in the 
end a too simplistic solution. 

3) History of the key problems, and distinction between influence and 
interpretation. In order to broaden the perspective, we will use three tools: 

(a) In this first paragraph we will take basically a diachronic approach, 
but we will concentrate on the dominating interpretation of the SM, and 
emphasise new interpretations. The influence of ‘new’ and ‘characteristic’ 
interpretations of the SM and contributions with great influence and contribu-
tions that are still under debate will be in focus. In our history of research, we 
will look for the following aspects: 
– the premises for the influence and interpretations (aspects of sociology of 

knowledge) 
– the correlation between interpretation and influence 
– the literal meaning versus historical and theological interpretation 
– the significance of the historical analysis of the sources and historical 

setting of the SM 
– the impact of certain methods on the interpretation and influence 
– the role of philosophical/theological/existential/political reflections 

We have, however, to start with the distinction between influence and inter-
pretation, in order to see how influence and interpretations are intertwined. In 
churches and theology influence and interpretation go more often hand in 
hand. 

(b) We will distinguish between influence and interpretation (‘Wirkungs-
geschichte’ and ‘Reception-history’): ‘Wirkungsgeschichte’ deals mostly with 
‘influence’ and ‘Reception-history’ mostly with ‘interpretation’.22 The history 
of influence and the history of the interpretation of the SM do not always 
converge. Scholarly interpretations of the SM have often limited influence. 
One-sided interpretations often have more impact on persons and societies 
than profound scholarly interpretations. 

It is impossible to measure influence: how broad, how deep, among how 
many? The impact of certain interpretations on the influence must be our 
focus here. 

Preaching and teaching in churches: Exegetical expositions of non-
professionals – what scholars use to call ‘wild exegesis’ – are relevant along-
side sermons of professional preachers, theologians, exegetes or lay persons. 

                                
22 The German notion of ‘Wirkungsgeschichte’ implies many matters and it is therefore 

difficult to translate the term into English. The notion ‘history of reception’ can be used in 
a strict sense, meaning reception of a text as authority. Ecumenical documents that are 
‘received’ = accepted as authorities, are used in this sense. ‘Wirkungsgeschichte’ means 
also ‘influence’ in a broader sense. The influence of e.g. Luther is much broader than the 
reception of his writings (e.g. his catechisms) in Lutheran churches. 
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New eras, new situations always imply new perspectives; the perspective 
on the SM will change depending on: living in poverty or prosperity, in war 
or in peace, in a pietistic or non-pietistic environment, in a Christian or multi-
religious environment, within or outside academia, etc. 

This influences the criticism of the SM. Few, but some strong voices – 
from ancient times until today – have criticised this famous speech. The criti-
cal voices must be heard also, as part of the ‘Wirkungsgeschichte’. 

Interpreters constantly come up with new approaches and types of interpreta-
tion of this classical text. The following texts have been extremely influential: 
– the Beatitudes, Matt 5,3–12 
–  the salt and light of the world, 5,13–16 
–  on the Torah and the new righteousness, 5,17–20 
–  the Antitheses, 5,21–48, in particular the commandment to resist retalia-

tion and to love your enemy, 5,38–47, and the saying on perfection, 5,48 
–  the Lord’s Prayer, 6,9–13 
–  the admonition against earthly treasures, 6,19–21 
–  the admonition against having two masters, 6,24 
–  the admonitions against worrying, 6,25–34 
–  the Golden Rule, 7,12 

(c) The concentration on only one problem leads astray; we will rather focus 
on about ten crucial problems of the SM, and how scholars treat them. 

The historical and literary problems: 
– the source-critical questions (sources behind the SM; Inaugural speech 

from Q? Anything from Mark?) 
– Is Matthew the first step in reception-history or the author? 
– the historical Jesus (how much of the SM is authentic?) 
– composition, genre and rhetoric 
– Jewishness or Hellenistic framework of the SM 

Literary, theological and philosophical problems: 
– the question of audience 
– the question of radicalism 
– the question of identity; philosophical and theological approaches 
– ethical problems 
– the questions of meaning in a present situation 

The individual problems in the SM have to be solved in different ways, and 
most overviews of the history of research deal largely with the question of 
radicalism. 

The ten problems are intertwined, and must at the same time be dealt with 
separately. Most scholars focus on the radical demands and the possible 
fulfilment of these demands, or on the ethical and theological problems. This 
book addresses all these questions. Nearly all of them are dealt with in 



8 § 1 Remarks on the History of Research 

separate paragraphs. The question of Matthew’s role is analysed in a separate 
publication,23 the questions of Jewishness and actual meaning are included in 
nearly all paragraphs. 

1.2 The Extraordinary Influence of the SM 

Cultural influence is dependent on two factors: the authority of Jesus, and the 
cultural, political, economic, religious and philosophical setting. It can be 
compared to the constitution of a country; in some countries, such as the US, 
the Constitution has a huge impact. In other countries, people refer to it with-
out taking the paragraphs and their interpretation seriously. The influence of 
the SM is dependent on the role of the Church in a society and on how the 
Church emphasises the SM. 

1.2.1 Its Influence as Sermon Compared to Other Speeches 

Is the SM really the most influential speech ever? Simon S. Montefiore, the 
famous British-Lithuanian-Jewish historian, has written ground-breaking 
books e.g. on Russian emperors (on the Romanovs and on Stalin) and on 
Jerusalem. The last one was “the book of the year” in 2011.24 Five years 
earlier he published Speeches that Changed the World.25 Here he labelled 50 
famous and important speeches, with – as the climax – Mandela’s speech in 
1994 that gave Apartheid its mortal blow. Montefiore mentions as the first 
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Of the many speeches that have changed his-
tory, Montefiore sees the SM as the most important.26 

The SM is unique, and it is unique in that a specific religious text is so 
widely used outside its own religion. We see this already in short compari-
sons with Buddha’s and Muhammad’s speeches. 

Buddha’s Benares-speech has little influence outside Buddhism, and simi-
larly Muhammad’s Farewell-speech has had little impact outside Islam, 
largely because they are speeches to their close disciples. Both speeches are 
much shorter than the SM, more similar to the SP, the shorter version in Luke 
6,20–49. 

                                
23 Baasland, “Matthew’s Elaborations of the ‘Inaugural Speech’” (2020). 
24 S.S. Montefiore, Jerusalem: The Biography, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson 2011. 

According to Bill Clinton it was the most important book he has read – ever. 
25 S.S. Montefiore, Speeches that changed the World, revised edn., London: Quercus 

2010. 
26 Cf. Martin Kaufhold (ed.), Die großen Reden der Weltgeschichte, Wiesbaden: Marix-

verlag 82015. Cf. similarly, Jacob Neusner in Jerusalem Post, 11 June 2007: “it is hard to 
think of words more deeply etched into our civilisation and its deepest affirmation than the 
teaching of the Sermon on the Mount”. 
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1) Buddha’s Benares-speech. Buddha’s sermon was delivered to his monks in 
528 BCE. Buddha was slightly older than Jesus when he gave his sermon. 

“… There are two extremes, O bhikkhus [= monks], which the man who has given up the 
world ought not to follow – the habitual practice, on the one hand, of self-indulgence 
which is unworthy, vain and fit only for the worldly-minded, and the habitual practice, on 
the other hand, of self-mortification, which is painful, useless and unprofitable. 

Neither abstinence from fish and flesh, nor going naked, nor shaving the head, nor 
wearing matted hair, nor dressing in a rough garment, nor covering oneself with dirt, nor 
sacrificing to Agni, will cleanse a man who is not free from delusions. Reading the Vedas, 
making offerings to priests, or sacrifices to the gods, self-mortification by heat or cold and 
many such penances performed for the sake of immortality, these do not cleanse the man 
who is not free from delusions. Anger, drunkenness, obstinacy, bigotry, deception, envy, 
self-praise, disparaging others, superciliousness and evil intentions constitute uncleanness; 
not verily the eating of flesh. 

A middle path, O bhikkhus, avoiding the two extremes, has been discovered by the 
Tathagata ‒ a path which opens the eyes, and bestows understanding, which leads to peace 
of mind, to the higher wisdom, to full enlightenment, to Nirvana! What is that middle path, 
O bhikkhus, avoiding these two extremes, discovered by the Tathagata ‒ that path which 
opens the eyes, and bestows understanding, which leads to peace of mind, to the higher 
wisdom, to full enlightenment, to Nirvana? Let me teach you, O bhikkhus, the middle path, 
which keeps aloof from both extremes. By suffering, the emaciated devotee produces 
confusion and sickly thoughts in his mind. Mortification is not conducive even to worldly 
knowledge; how much less to a triumph over the senses! … 

Now this, O bhikkhus, is the noble truth concerning the origin of suffering: Verily, it is 
that craving which causes the renewal of existence, accompanied by sensual delight, 
seeking satisfaction now here, now there, the craving for the gratification of the passions, 
the craving for a future life, and the craving for happiness in this life. This, then, O 
bhikkhus, is the noble truth concerning the origin of suffering. 

Now this, O bhikkhus, is the noble truth concerning the destruction of suffering: Verily, 
it is the destruction, in which no passion remains, of this very thirst; it is the laying aside 
of, the being free from, the dwelling no longer upon this thirst. This, then, O bhikkhus, is 
the noble truth concerning the destruction of suffering. 

Now, this, O bhikkhus, is the noble truth concerning the way which leads to the destruc-
tion of sorrow. Verily, it is this noble eightfold path; that is to say: Right views; right 
aspirations; right speech; right behaviour; right livelihood; right effort; right thoughts; and 
right contemplation. This, then, O bhikkhus, is the noble truth concerning the destruction of 
sorrow. 

By the practice of loving-kindness I have attained liberation of heart, and thus I am 
assured that I shall never return in renewed births. I have even now attained Nirvana.”27 

The speech comes close to an Inaugural speech, and to a deliberative speech 
also. The addressees are a more limited group than Jesus’ audience. They are 
addressed directly as disciples (bhikkhus, “monks”) and it is about their way 

                                
27 Translation from Paul Carus (ed.), The Gospel of Buddha, Chicago: Open Court 

1894, 49. Suzanne McIntire, Speeches in World-History, New York: Facts on File 2009, 
13–15, quotes a bit more from the same source. 
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to attain Nirvana. Buddha’s Benares-speech is in fact a summary of his 
message to his followers. 

2) Muhammad’s Farewell-speech. Muhammad delivered his Farewell-
speech in 632 CE. He was 62 years old, commander-in-chief of successful 
warriors and a religious leader. 

After praising, and thanking Allah he said: 
“O People, lend me an attentive ear, for I know not whether after this year, I shall ever 

be amongst you again. Therefore, listen to what I am saying to you very carefully and take 
these words to those who could not be present here today. 

O People, just as you regard this month, this day, this city as sacred, so regard the life 
and property of every Muslim as a sacred trust. Return the goods entrusted to you to their 
rightful owners. Hurt no one so that no one may hurt you. Remember that you will indeed 
meet your LORD, and that HE will indeed reckon your deeds. ALLAH has forbidden you 
to take usury [interest], therefore all interest obligation shall henceforth be waived. Your 
capital, however, is yours to keep. You will neither inflict nor suffer any inequity. 

Beware of Satan, for the safety of your religion. He has lost all hope that he will ever be 
able to lead you astray in big things, so beware of following him in small things. 

O People, it is true that you have certain rights with regard to your women, but they 
also have rights over you. Remember that you have taken them as your wives only under 
Allah’s trust and with His permission. If they abide by your right then to them belongs the 
right to be fed and clothed in kindness. Do treat your women well and be kind to them for 
they are your partners and committed helpers. And it is your right that they do not make 
friends with any one of whom you do not approve, as well as never to be unchaste. 

O People, listen to me in earnest, worship ALLAH, say your five daily prayers 
[= Salah], fast during the month of Ramadan, and give your wealth in Zakat. Perform Hajj 
if you can afford to. 

All mankind is from Adam and Eve, an Arab has no superiority over a non-Arab nor a 
non-Arab has any superiority over an Arab; also a white has no superiority over black nor a 
black has any superiority over white except by piety and good action. Learn that every 
Muslim is a brother to every Muslim and that the Muslims constitute one brotherhood. 
Nothing shall be legitimate to a Muslim which belongs to a fellow Muslim unless it was 
given freely and willingly. Do not, therefore, do injustice to yourselves. 

Remember, one day you will appear before ALLAH and answer your deeds. So beware, 
do not stray from the path of righteousness after I am gone. 

O People, no prophet or apostle will come after me and no new faith will be born. 
Reason well, therefore, O People, and understand words which I convey to you. I leave 
behind me two things, the Quran and my example, the Sunnah, and if you follow these you 
will never go astray.”28 

Muhammad’s sermon is a farewell speech and not an inaugural speech. It 
resembles John 14–17 when it comes to context. The content is totally differ-
ent. The differences are more striking than the similarities. 

He addresses repeatedly his audience (“O People”) and the group is his 
followers, and it is concrete instruction to them who will fight for Allah. 

                                
28 This translation is taken from McIntire, ibid., 79f, who quotes a bit more from this 

short speech. 
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Religion-History/Relation to Judaism 

Jewish versus Hellenistic…7, 11f, 112, 114, 124, 257–262, 277, 353, 357, 360–362, 368, 
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Protreptic…11, 183, 261, 274, 279, 288, 312, 315, 342, 349, 384, 400, 427, 433, 436–438, 
443f, 446, 448, 450, 454f, 457, 476, 496  
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