
But I Say
to You

Our Sunday Readings

THE FIRST READING
A moral guide
The Book of Sirach was written in the early 
second century BC and was widely used by Jews 
and then Christians. Because the work contains 
teachings about how to live in a way that pleases 
God, the early church used it to teach converts 
how to be just, moral, and holy. 

Evil is not from God
In order to understand this passage it helps to 
start with verse 11. We can’t blame God for bad 
behavior because sin comes from human beings. 

God gave people free will, and sometimes 
people choose to do evil things (v.16). 

The author warns that those who choose evil 
are ultimately choosing death (v.17). Goodness 
leads to life with God, who is goodness itself. We 
can choose right or wrong, but God only helps 
those who try to be good. God never helps 
people act wrongly (v.20). 

SIRACH 15:15-20
Reading closely
1. What are the main points of this passage?
2. What idea most stands out to you?
3. What imagery does the author use? How 

does it reinforce each point?
4. What questions or concerns does this 

passage seem to be addressing?
Living the word
5. What makes it difficult to do God’s will?
6. When have you seen particular choices lead 

either to life or death?
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SIRACH 15:15-20

PSALM 119:1-2,4-5,17-18,33-34

1 CORINTHIANS 2:6-10

MATTHEW 5:17-37 

or 5:20-22a,27-28,33-34a,37

PRAYER
adapted from St. Augustine

Almighty God, 
in whom we live and move and have our being, 
you have made us for yourself, 
and our hearts are restless  
until they rest in you.
Give us purity of heart and strength of purpose. 
Let no selfish passion keep us from knowing 
your will, nor weakness from doing it.
In your light we see light clearly, 
and in your service 
may we find our perfect freedom.
We ask this through Jesus Christ, our Lord.  
Amen.



THE GOSPEL READING
Jesus fulfills Mosaic law (vv.17-20)
Jesus revises the law given to Moses and the 
Israelites at Mount Sinai. This law was central to 
Jewish identity. Jewish teachers were critiqued on 
how well they knew and upheld it. Jesus knows that 
his fellow Jews will be shocked that he edits God’s 
law, so first he explains his relationship to it (v.17).

Jesus wants his disciples to do an even better job 
of following God’s law than their religious leaders 
(v.20). (Notice that the scribes and Pharisees are 
here presented positively.) However, the law isn’t 
God’s final word. Rather, the law laid the 
groundwork for Jesus’ ministry. Jesus adapts the 
law in order to show people how to be part of 
God’s kingdom.

Once all things have taken place, Mosaic law will no 
longer be central (v.18). When Jesus rises from the 
dead, a new age will begin in which salvation won’t 
be limited to law-abiding Jews but will include all 
who believe in Jesus. At that time, following Jesus 
will take precedence over obeying the law. 

Anger
Jesus presents anger as the motivation for murder. 
He broadens the commandment do not kill to 
include any behavior that springs from anger. Jesus 
wants his followers to have forgiving hearts.

Lust
Jesus warns us not to treat others as objects for 
sexual pleasure. To those who think this is 
impossible Jesus offers vivid hyperboles that mean 
“better a little pain now than an eternity of it!”

Gehenna was a valley outside Jerusalem that was 
used as a garbage dump. Centuries earlier it had 
been the site of pagan sacrifice. By Jesus’ day it was 
a filthy, stinking region with a bad reputation. Better 
to enter God’s kingdom maimed than live out your 
days physically whole in that nasty place.

Divorce
By prohibiting divorce Jesus restores the ideals of 
marriage. A husband and wife should strive for 
mutual respect, patience, forgiveness, etc. Jesus 
knows marriage takes work. He wants people to 
take marriage seriously, both before and after they 
marry. 

The exception to divorce in verse 32 might refer 
to marriages between people who were closely 
related (such as first cousins). Such marriages were 
forbidden in Judaism but permitted by Gentiles. 

Oath-taking
We shouldn’t use God to make our vows or 
promises seem more reliable. Instead of promising 
to do something, we should simply do it. People 
will soon see that we always do what we say we’ll 
do.

There’s a bit of humor in this teaching. Back then 
people dyed their hair just as they do today. 
Someone who swears by the hairs on his head 
might be lying since his true hair color is hidden. 
Hair-dye doesn’t change the true color of people’s 
hair, just as what people say doesn’t change who 
they really are and how they’ll really act.

MATTHEW 5:17-37
1. How do you think Jesus fulfills the law?
2. How should Jesus’ disciples treat the law?
3. How does Jesus revise particular laws?
4. Do you think Jesus’ commandments are easier 

or harder than the original laws?
5. How might people have reacted to Jesus?
6. The following questions zero in on a particular 

teaching.
a. How do verses 23-24 about anger help you 

prepare for our eucharistic celebrations?
b. Does our culture support healthy, 

respectful sexual relationships?
c. What are good and bad reasons for getting 

married? 
d. Do you know anyone who struggles with 

Jesus’ prohibition of divorce?
e. Do you always follow through on what you 

say you’re going to do?
7. Which of these teachings do you find 

especially challenging?

IGNORANCE OF SCRIPTURE IS IGNORANCE OF CHRIST         –ST. JEROME


