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Jack R. Lundbom
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount: Mandating a Better Righteousness. Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2015. Pp. xxxiii + 341. $49.00.

Jack Lundbom, who is best known for his work on Jeremiah, has used his exper-
tise in Hebrew prophecy to provide an intertextual reading of the Sermon on 
the Mount. He opens his book with two observations. First, “the Sermon on the 
Mount was created in an oral culture” and would have been heard primarily 
in the context of public worship (1). Furthermore, it was read in the context of 
the gospel of Matthew, which is “a new covenant document.” Second, “mod-
ern interpretation of the Sermon largely takes the words of Jesus . . . as being 
completely out of reach” (1). Lundbom contends that this is a misreading of 
the Sermon which only intends to “raise the level of human behavior above the 
mediocrity attributed here to the Pharisees and the Gentiles” (2). He concludes 
his introduction by noting that the largest portion of the book is a “verse-by 
verse commentary” which reads the Sermon “in the light of teaching in the Old 
Testament and rabbinic Judaism” (2).

His first comment about oral culture seems to have little influence over 
the content of the book or his reading of the Sermon. However, his other two 
comments signal key aspects to the book. The book is, in fact, largely a verse-
by-verse commentary that gathers biblical texts, rabbinic texts, and other 
texts from early Christianity and later Christian tradition. His reading of the 
Sermon, at least when he addresses the actual claims of the text, constantly 
argues against the usual perfectionist or near perfectionist readings of its com-
mands and for a reading in which the commands of the Sermon become rather 
easy to obey.

Lundbom opens the first part of his book with two chapters on the gos-
pel of Matthew. The first focuses upon the literary structure; the second traces 
the role of the “new covenant” in the theological rhetoric of the gospel. These 
chapters suffer a bit from Lundbom being more a scholar of Hebrew proph-
ecy than of gospels. He says little that is new; and much of what he says does 
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not reflect the depth of debate and discussion among New Testament scholars. 
Although he references NT scholars throughout his book, his engagement with 
NT scholarship is somewhat superficial. Furthermore, as he admits, nowhere 
in the gospel of Matthew is there any direct reference to a new covenant. While 
other scholars have referenced notions of new covenant in their readings of 
Matthew, Lundbom does not quite make his case nor explain how the con-
text of new covenant will shape his reading of the Sermon. His argument felt 
unfinished.

More formative to his reading is the next chapter which asks “At What 
Elevation Is Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount?” (45-70). After a brief and somewhat 
simplistic description of a few classic readings of the Sermon as an impossible 
ideal, Lundbom makes a case that both the larger rabbinic context and the 
concluding parable in Mt 7:24-27 demonstrate that Jesus (or Matthew) expects 
that people hearing the Sermon will actual live it (54). In order to make the 
seemingly difficult commands of the Sermon less difficult, Lundbom does 
two things. First, the command to exceed the righteousness of the scribes and 
Pharisees becomes rather easy to do because Lundbom declares that in Jesus’ 
time the righteousness of the Pharisees “was hollow” (57). The Pharisees “were 
also overly legalistic and puffed up with self-righteousness” (57). I confess  
I find this reading problematic. Most readers of the Sermon on the Mount and 
of Matthew avoid equating the theological and ethical rhetoric of the text with 
historical reality. The textual Pharisees are not the historical Pharisees. There 
are better ways to think about Matthew’s attack on the Pharisees. Second, 
Lundbom finds ways to read all the hard commands in the Sermon so that 
they become eminently doable. For example, the command not to be angry 
becomes a command not to unnecessarily provoke anyone else to anger. The 
command not to resist the evildoer becomes a series of formal acts of disdain. 
“Jesus says you are to show your disdain for this loathsome practice by offering 
to do more than what the person asks” (64). Furthermore, the suggestions to 
turn the other cheek, to surrender your cloak, and to go another mile are all 
“relatively minor” (64). And the hard command to give to everyone who begs 
from you does not mean that you have to give them what they ask. Jesus is 
rather advising compassion to the poor. Furthermore, “aggressive panhandling 
comes close to being robbery” (65). Finally the principle of non-retaliation 
only applies to rather minor moments and not to major issues such as vio-
lence against family or one’s country (66). In the end, Lundbom suggests the 
Sermon is meant to “stretch its hearers” (69). However, in Lundbom’s readings 
it certainly does not stretch anyone very much. In fact, the Sermon, thus read, 
seems to ask for little more than what the average person does and less than 
some people manage to achieve.
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The bulk of the book is a verse-by-verse reading of the Sermon. There is, 
however, no attempt to explain the Sermon as a text unto itself or to describe 
its overall ethic. Lundbom’s readings are mostly a gathering of parallels from 
the ancient and modern world. For example, when discussing 5:43-48 and the 
command to love your enemies, Lundbom references numerous biblical texts 
in Genesis, Exodus, Deuteronomy, Leviticus, Proverbs, Psalms, Luke, Romans, 
and more. He also cites or refers to the Manual of Discipline, Slavonic Enoch, 
Abot of Rabbi Nathan, the story of a Confederate soldier at Gettysburg, an 
“ancient Mesopotamian . . . proverb,” b.Berakoth, Thomas à Kempis (and oth-
ers), the Mekhilta, E. Stanley Jones, and John Wesley. When discussing 7:13-
14 and the narrow gate, Lundbom references Luke, Proverbs, Deuteronomy, 
Joshua, 1 Kings, Psalms, Jeremiah, the Testament of Abraham, the Manual of 
Discipline, Philo, the Didache, John Wesley, Isaac Watts’ hymn “Come We 
That Love the Lord,” O. A. Ottander’s hymn “As Pilgrims in the World,” Lina 
Sandell’s hymn “Strait Is the Gate to All That Come,” Pilgrim’s Progress, and 
more. In these readings, Lundbom is not trying to discover what is unique in 
the Sermon; he is trying to do the opposite. In his readings, he shows not how 
difficult the demands of the Sermon might be but how common and almost 
ordinary they are. They speak not from the edge of human ethics, but from  
its center.

Writers of modern commentaries have to decide whether they want to pro-
vide exegetical tools for readers to produce their own readings or offer their 
own reading and interpretation of the text. Of course, many commentaries 
try to do both. However, Lundbom’s commentary focuses almost exclusively 
on the first. He provides tools for the readers to construct their own readings 
but does not really offer his own reading of the text. Lundbom has gathered a 
rich set of parallels for the Sermon. His citations run from the early Hebrew 
scriptures to modern hymns. Thus, his commentary creates a seemingly end-
less set of echoes around the text. I find his gathering to be better than most. 
Furthermore, his verse-by-verse commentary reads as a gentle wandering. He 
cites with a light touch. As with all attempts at gathering parallels, this wan-
dering is driven by the so-called third term. A sentence in the Sermon is about 
something, whether it be an idea, a word, an image. Lundbom hunts other 
texts that speak to this same thing. He does this well. However, I wish he had 
acknowledged some of the problems with this kind of gathering. It is hard to 
know whether any two texts are really speaking about the same thing. By the 
time so many texts are gathered the organizing idea, the third term, becomes 
so general and soft as to have little hermeneutical force. Furthermore, every 
single text becomes divorced from its original textual context. To Lundbom’s 
credit, in his readings he often tries to acknowledge the original context of his 
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parallels and to detail the peculiarity in each text. But the method itself makes 
this difficult.

In the end, I am divided about this book. Its value depends on what you 
are looking for. If you want a direct engagement with the intense claims of 
the sermon and the equally intense reactions of Christians (and others) to 
these claims, then this book is not for you. As noted above, the peculiar logic 
and theological vision of the sermon are never addressed. Furthermore, in 
Lundbom’s hands the famous intensity of the sermon evaporates. However, 
if you want a delightful and even casual gathering of images and texts from 
Christian history around a softened version of the sermon’s rhetoric, then this 
is a fine resource.
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