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Manual for Beneficially Reading of the Buddha 

Suttas  

Buddha’s Suttas, the foundational teachings of 

Buddhism, hold profound wisdom that has guided 

countless individuals on their path to enlightenment. 

These texts are rich with dialogues between the 

Buddha and various disciples, where key concepts of 

Buddhist philosophy are articulated. Proper reading 

and interpretation of the Suttas require an 

understanding of the context in which these teachings 

were delivered, the core issues being addressed, and 

the purpose behind each discourse. 

The suttas of the Pali Canon (Tipiṭaka), especially the 

four main nikāyas, are essential reading for anyone 

who wishes to understand the Buddha and his 

teaching. They have been preserved and passed down 

orally in the Pali language by the Theravāda tradition 

of Buddhism as the words of the Buddha. 

These texts were originally passed down orally, by 

generations of monks and nuns who memorized them 

and recited them together. Around 30 BCE they were 

written down in the Āluvihāra in Sri Lanka, and 

subsequently were transmitted in manuscripts of palm 

leaves. 
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From the 19th century, the manuscripts were edited 

and published as modern editions in sets of books. In 

addition, the Pali text was translated into a number of 

modern languages, including Thai, Burmese, 

Sinhalese, and English. The word Tipiṭaka means 

“Three Baskets”. The Basket of Discourses is 

traditionally listed as the second of the three. The four 

nikāyas make up the bulk of the Basket of Discourses. 

Here is how they are situated within the canon as a 

whole. 

The Pali texts will always retain a special place for 

those who wish to understand what the Buddha 

taught. They are the complete set of scriptures of an 

early school of Buddhism. They are by far the largest 

body of texts to survive in an early Indic dialect. 

Accompanied by an extensive and detailed set of 

ancient commentaries (aṭṭhakathā),  they are, for the 

most part, linguistically clear, well-edited, and readily 

comprehensible. 

Moreover, the Pali texts are the core scriptures of a 

living tradition, the Theravāda school found in Sri 

Lanka, Thailand, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Cambodia, 

Laos, India, China, and Vietnam. Until now they are 

recited, taught, studied, and practised daily, and are 

regarded in the traditions as being a reliable witness 
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to the teachings of the Buddha himself. 

Among the Pali texts, it is the four nikāyas that 

command the most attention. It is here that we find 

extensive and definitive explanations of Buddhist 

teachings, as well as the living personality of the 

Buddha and his immediate disciples. 

By comparison, the Vinaya Piṭaka details the life of 

the monastic communities, and in addition, it reveals 

much about the history and social background; but it 

contains only a few teaching passages. The 

Abhidhamma Piṭaka is made up of systematic 

treatises that were composed in the centuries 

following the Buddha’s passing. And the books of the 

Khuddaka Nikāya are very mixed. Six fairly short 

books are supplements to the main four nikāyas, 

mostly in verse: the Dhammapada, Udāna, Itivuttaka, 

Sutta Nipāta, Theragāthā, and Therīgāthā. However, 

most of the other books in the Khuddaka are later and 

represent a phase of Buddhism a few centuries after 

the Buddha. 

Set the scenario that a person “approaches” the 

Buddha to ask a question or hear a teaching. It is one 

of those passages that became so standard that we 

usually just pass it by. But it is a big psychological 
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task to “approach” a spiritual guru teacher. It takes 

time, effort, curiosity, and courage; many of those 

people would have been more than a little nervous. 

How, then, would the Buddha respond when 

approached? Would he have been archaic and 

obscure? Would he use words in odd, alienating 

ways? Would you need to have another monk by your 

side, whispering notes into your ear every second 

sentence “He said this, but what he meant was…”? 

The Buddha would have spoken clearly, kindly, and 

with no more complication than was necessary. He 

would have respected the effort that people made to 

“approach” his teachings, and he would have tried the 

best he could, given the limitations of language and 

comprehension, to explain the Dhamma so that 

people could understand it. 

“Would an ordinary person, with little or no 

understanding of Buddhism, be able to read this and 

understand what it is saying?”  

The suttas frequently employ an ABA pattern. A 

statement is made; a simile is given; and the statement 

is repeated. 

This formal pattern is highly effective in reinforcing 

learning. First we get the basic idea. But abstract 
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philosophical or psychological statements are hard to 

understand and remember without any context, so the 

Buddha illuminates his teaching with a simile. He 

ends by driving the message home once again. 

The range of similes in the suttas is truly astounding. 

The Buddha had an uncanny ability to effortlessly 

summon an apt comparison from anything that he saw 

around him. The similes also convey a great deal of 

incidental detail regarding life and culture in the 

Buddha’s day, and, more importantly, they show how 

the Dhamma teaching makes sense in its context. 

Where narratives are developed in some detail, they 

are typically as part of the background story (nidāna) 

rather than in the Buddha’s teaching as such. It is an 

elementary principle of historical scholarship that the 

background story is of a somewhat later date than the 

main doctrinal material. Such stories vary 

considerably in the parallels, showing that the 

traditions treated narrative more flexibly than 

doctrine. 

After his Awakening, the Buddha travelled about the 

Gangetic plain. The area he traversed was part of the 

cultural/political region known as the “sixteen 

nations” (janapada). This spanned from modern Delhi 
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to the northwest, the Bangladesh border to the east, 

the Himalayan foothills to the north, the Deccan to the 

south, and Ujjain to the southwest. Most of his time 

was spent around the cities of Sāvatthī in the kingdom 

of Kosala and Rājagaha in the kingdom of Magadha. 

Despite the proliferation of local legends in most 

Buddhist countries, the Buddha never ventured 

outside this area. 

Far from teaching rebirth as a solace for naive 

followers unable to face the inevitability of death, 

rebirth is depicted in traumatic and terrifying terms: 

the tears that one has shed in the endless course of 

transmigration are greater than all the waters in all the 

oceans of the world. Thus the true significance of 

doing good deeds is not merely to get a better rebirth, 

but to lay the foundations for higher spiritual 

development, primarily through meditation. 

In the core teaching of the four noble truths, the origin 

of all suffering is traced to the craving that is 

connected with rebirth (yāyaṁ taṇhā ponobbhavikā). 

The practice of the noble eightfold path is the only 

thing that enables one to let go of that craving and be 

free of suffering. This is what the Buddha called 

“extinguishment” or “quenching” (Pali: nibbāna; 
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Sanskrit nirvāṇa). 

This short manual provides a comprehensive guide to 

approaching the Suttas, covering who speaks to 

whom, the circumstances of the teachings, the core 

issues discussed, and the outcomes of the discussions. 

It will also explore the literary style of the Suttas, their 

meaning in ancient times, and how they resonate with 

modern interpretations.
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1. Introduction to the Suttas 

What are Suttas? 

The term Sutta (Pali) refers to the discourses or 

teachings of the Buddha that were orally transmitted 

and later written down in the Pali Canon. They are 

contained in the Sutta Pitaka, one of the three baskets 

of the Tipitaka (the Three Baskets of Theravada 

Buddhist scriptures). The Suttas form a large portion 

of Buddhist literature and are essential for 

understanding the Buddha’s message. 

The Suttas are organized into five Nikayas 

(collections): 

1. Digha Nikaya (Long Discourses) 

2. Majjhima Nikaya (Middle-Length 

Discourses) 

3. Samyutta Nikaya (Connected Discourses) 

4. Anguttara Nikaya (Numerical Discourses) 

5. Khuddaka Nikaya (Minor Collection) 

Samyutta Nikaya 56.11 – The 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta is the first 

discourse delivered by the Buddha after his 

enlightenment, explaining the Four Noble Truths and 

setting the wheel of Dharma in motion.  



Page 9 

The Historical Context of the Suttas 

The historical period during which the Buddha lived 

was marked by philosophical discussions  and 

religious diversity in ancient India. Various religious 

sects (Brahmins, Jains, and ascetic traditions) engaged 

in discussions on the nature of existence, the self, and 

salvation. The Buddha's teachings challenged 

prevailing norms, offering a path of liberation that was 

accessible to all, regardless of caste or social status. 

Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1) – The first discourse in the 

Digha Nikaya, where the Buddha distinguishes his 

teachings from other prevalent philosophical views of 

his time. 

Suttas (Pali) or Sutras (Sanskrit) are discourses 

attributed to the Buddha or his close disciples, 

preserved in the ancient Pali Canon (Tipitaka). The 

Suttas form a significant part of the early Buddhist 

scriptures and are recorded in the Sutta Pitaka, one of 

the three baskets of the Tipitaka. Each Sutta represents 

a teaching session, often prompted by a specific 

question or issue raised by monks, laypersons, or even 

celestial beings. 

The Buddha lived and taught over 2,500 years ago in 

ancient India, at a time when religious and 
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philosophical discussion was widespread. The 

Buddha’s teachings were radical in their time, 

challenging existing Vedic practices and the caste 

system. The Suttas reflect the social, political, and 

spiritual concerns of the time, and many of these 

concerns continue to resonate in the modern world. 

The Suttas and the Bible share similarities in that both 

are revered religious texts offering moral and spiritual 

guidance, but they differ significantly in form, 

structure, and emphasis. I will offer a brief comparison 

to highlight the differences and similarities, 

particularly in relation to the concept of 

commandments and teachings: 

Commandments vs. Teachings: 

Bible: The Bible, particularly in the Old Testament, 

contains explicit commandments, such as the Ten 

Commandments, which are direct rules or divine laws 

meant to govern behaviour. These are absolute, often 

given by God to guide ethical and moral behaviour. 

Suttas: The Suttas (especially in the Pāli Canon) don’t 

contain commandments in the same strict sense. 

Instead, they offer teachings, guidelines, and 

practices. The Buddha’s teachings are often advisory 

rather than authoritarian. For instance, the Five 
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Precepts (abstaining from killing, stealing, sexual 

misconduct, false speech, and intoxication) are more 

like ethical guidelines to live a moral life rather than 

commandments to obey under threat of punishment. 

Form of Teachings: 

Bible: In the Bible, especially the New Testament, 

teachings often come through narratives about the life 

of Jesus, parables, or direct instructions from God 

through prophets or apostles. The teachings focus on 

faith, morality, and a personal relationship with God. 

Suttas: The Suttas often present teachings as 

discourses given by the Buddha to monks, laypeople, 

or kings. These teachings can be more philosophical 

and focus on practical advice for achieving Nibbāna 

(Nirvana) through meditation, ethical conduct, and 

wisdom. They also explore the nature of suffering, 

impermanence, and the self. 

Focus on Doctrine: 

Bible: Central doctrines in the Bible, such as salvation 

through faith in Jesus, the nature of God, and the 

afterlife, are foundational. Much of the teaching 

revolves around eternal life, divine grace, and the 

relationship between humans and God. 
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Suttas: The Suttas focus on the Four Noble Truths 

(the truth of suffering, its cause, its cessation, and the 

path to its cessation) and the Noble Eightfold Path 

(right view, intention, speech, action, livelihood, 

effort, mindfulness, and concentration) as practical 

tools for liberation from suffering. They emphasize 

self-effort and mindfulness rather than a relationship 

with a divine being. 

Role of Faith: 

Bible: Faith in God and Jesus plays a central role, 

especially in the New Testament. Many teachings 

stress belief in a higher power and obedience to God's 

will. 

Suttas: While faith (known as saddhā) is important, 

especially faith in the Buddha’s enlightenment, the 

Suttas place greater emphasis on wisdom (paññā) and 

personal experience. Followers are encouraged to 

verify teachings through their own practice rather than 

relying solely on belief. 

Narrative Style: 

Bible: The Bible, particularly the Old Testament, 

includes laws, historical narratives, poetry (like 

Psalms), and prophecy. The New Testament adds 

teachings of Jesus, letters from apostles, and visionary 
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texts like Revelation. 

Suttas: The Suttas are primarily discourses, often 

involving dialogue between the Buddha and his 

disciples. They are didactic, aimed at practical 

instruction, and less narrative-driven than many parts 

of the Bible. 

While both the Suttas and the Bible offer ethical 

teachings, the Suttas focus on practical guidance for 

personal liberation from suffering, often through 

meditation and mindfulness. The Bible, on the other 

hand, often focuses on divine commandments and 

faith in God’s will as central to moral and spiritual life. 

Despite some similarities between the two. There’s a 

great difference in terms of the teachings and the 

practice. The Suttas and the Bible differ greatly in 

terms of teachings and commandments, particularly in 

their approach to moral guidelines, the nature of 

spiritual authority, and the method of delivering 

ethical principles. I will offer a brief comparison of  

these differences: 

Nature of Commandments and Guidelines: 

Bible (Ten Commandments): 

The Bible, particularly in the Old Testament, contains 
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explicit, divine commandments (e.g., the Ten 

Commandments in Exodus 20). These are seen as 

direct laws from God, meant to be followed without 

question. They are clear, categorical imperatives that 

govern moral and social behaviour, such as 

prohibitions against killing, stealing, and adultery, and 

instructions to honour God and the Sabbath. 

These commandments are presented as non-

negotiable, divine laws, and disobedience is often 

associated with punishment or divine consequences. 

Suttas (Five Precepts, Noble Eightfold Path): 

In the Suttas, the Buddha provides ethical guidelines 

rather than strict commandments. The Five Precepts 

(no killing, stealing, lying, sexual misconduct, or 

intoxication) are principles for moral conduct that 

practitioners voluntarily undertake. These are not laws 

handed down by a divine authority but ethical 

suggestions to help one live a life conducive to 

spiritual progress. 

The Buddha’s teachings emphasize self-responsibility 

and the understanding of the consequences of actions 

(karma). The focus is more on cultivating mindfulness 

and wisdom rather than following strict, divinely 

imposed rules. 
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The Role of Divine Authority: 

Bible: 

The commandments in the Bible are presented as the 

direct word of God. God is viewed as the ultimate 

authority and lawgiver, with humans expected to obey 

out of faith, fear of divine retribution, or love for God. 

The moral teachings are often framed within the 

context of obedience to God's will. 

This includes not just ethical behavior but also 

regulations for worship, diet, and religious rituals. For 

example, many Old Testament laws govern 

ceremonial cleanliness, dietary rules (e.g., kosher 

laws), and temple sacrifices. 

Suttas: 

In contrast, the Buddha is not portrayed as a god or 

divine lawgiver in the Suttas. His teachings are based 

on his own experience of enlightenment and are meant 

to help others achieve liberation from suffering 

(Nirvana). The Buddha himself encouraged followers 

not to accept his teachings on blind faith but to test 

them through personal experience. 

There is no concept of divine punishment for breaking 

precepts; instead, one’s actions generate positive or 
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negative karma, which affects future rebirths and 

experiences. 

Core Ethical Teachings: 

Bible: 

Central teachings include the Ten Commandments, 

the Sermon on the Mount, and various moral 

instructions in both the Old and New Testaments. 

Much of this focuses on a relationship with God, 

loving one’s neighbour, and maintaining a community 

of faith. For example, the Sermon on the Mount 

(Matthew 5-7) introduces teachings on humility, 

mercy, and loving enemies, alongside the 

commandments. 

The Bible also contains many legal and ritual laws, 

particularly in the Old Testament, which deal with 

everyday conduct, justice, and religious observance. 

Suttas: 

The Suttas focus on teachings such as the Four Noble 

Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path, which outline 

a path to end suffering. The ethical component of this 

path is expressed in the Right Speech, Right Action, 

and Right Livelihood elements, which guide how one 

should behave in daily life. 
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The ethical teachings in the Suttas are more about 

developing personal insight and mindfulness. The 

goal is not obedience to an external authority but 

achieving inner wisdom and compassion. 

Purpose of the Teachings: 

Bible: 

In the Bible, the commandments and teachings are 

often framed within the context of preparing for 

judgment after death. Obedience to God’s laws is 

crucial for obtaining salvation, eternal life, or avoiding 

punishment in the afterlife (e.g., heaven and hell). 

The moral laws are designed to maintain a covenant 

relationship with God, where following these 

commandments is part of the promise between God 

and the people. 

Suttas: 

The teachings of the Buddha in the Suttas aim at 

ending dukkha (suffering) and achieving Nirvana, a 

state beyond birth, death, and suffering. The ethical 

precepts and meditative practices are meant to purify 

the mind, leading to wisdom, compassion, and 

liberation. 

There is no final judgment or eternal salvation in 
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Buddhism. Instead, the focus is on the law of 

karma—the understanding that wholesome or 

unwholesome actions have consequences, either in 

this life or future lives through rebirth. 

Spiritual Practice and Ritual: 

Bible: 

In addition to moral commandments, the Bible 

includes instructions for worship, ritual, and religious 

observance (such as the Sabbath, sacrifices, and 

festivals). These rituals are integral to the practice of 

faith, symbolizing a covenantal relationship with God. 

Suttas: 

The Suttas do not emphasize ritual in the same way. 

Buddhist practice focuses on meditation, ethical 

conduct, and mental cultivation. Rituals do exist in 

Buddhism (e.g., offerings, chanting), but they are 

secondary to the internal practice of mindfulness, 

insight, and moral discipline. The emphasis is on inner 

transformation rather than outward ritual observance. 

Faith vs. Personal Experience: 

Bible: 

In the Bible, faith is a central concept, particularly in 

the New Testament. Salvation through faith in Jesus 
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Christ and in God’s promises is key. Believers are 

expected to trust in God’s plan, even when it is not 

fully understood. 

Suttas: 

In the Suttas, while faith (or confidence) in the Buddha 

and his teachings is important, greater emphasis is 

placed on personal experience and insight. The 

Buddha famously encouraged people to “come and 

see” for themselves, not to take his teachings on faith 

alone. The path to enlightenment involves direct 

experiential understanding through meditation and 

self-discipline. 

Scope of Teachings: 

Bible: 

The Bible’s commandments often deal with both 

ethical behavior and broader social regulations, such 

as laws of justice, marriage, property, and punishment. 

There’s a mix of moral, legal, and ritual laws aimed at 

governing not only individual behavior but the 

behavior of the community and nation. 

Suttas: 

The Suttas focus primarily on the individual’s spiritual 

journey toward enlightenment. While there are 
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teachings that impact how one interacts with society 

(e.g., non-harming, compassion), the emphasis is on 

the individual’s mental and ethical development rather 

than on a codified legal system governing society. 

The Bible emphasizes divine commandments, faith in 

God, and following a set of clear moral, ritual, and 

legal instructions, often with the goal of maintaining a 

covenant with God and achieving salvation. The 

Suttas, on the other hand, emphasize personal 

experience, ethical guidelines for reducing suffering, 

and wisdom as a means to achieve liberation 

(Nirvana). The teachings in the Suttas are not 

commandments but suggestions for cultivating a mind 

free from suffering, based on the law of karma rather 

than divine decree. 

It can be said the differences between the Bible and 

the Suttas rest on the concept of rebirth. The concept 

of rebirth is fundamentally different in the Bible and 

the Suttas (Buddhist scriptures), both in its definition 

and in its role within their respective religious 

frameworks. I will offer a breakdown of how rebirth 

is understood in each tradition: 
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Concept of Rebirth in the Bible: 

In the Bible, there is no direct concept of rebirth in the 

sense that it exists in Buddhism. Instead, the Bible 

speaks about resurrection and spiritual rebirth in 

different contexts: 

Resurrection (Physical Rebirth after Death): 

Old Testament: 

The concept of resurrection is not emphasized in the 

Old Testament, though some passages allude to the 

idea of a future resurrection. For example, in Daniel 

12:2, there’s a reference to the dead being raised: 

"Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will 

awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and 

everlasting contempt." 

This resurrection is not a cyclical rebirth but a one-

time event in which the dead are raised, often 

associated with the end of the world and divine 

judgment. 

New Testament: 

In the New Testament, resurrection is central to 

Christian theology. Jesus’ resurrection after his 

crucifixion is seen as the foundation of Christian faith. 

Believers are promised resurrection at the end of time 
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(the Second Coming), where they will be judged and 

either rewarded with eternal life in heaven or punished 

with eternal damnation in hell. 

This is a one-time event: people die, they are 

resurrected by God at the end of the world, and they 

receive eternal judgment. There is no notion of 

multiple lives or cyclical rebirth. 

Spiritual Rebirth (Being “Born Again”): 

In the New Testament, particularly in the teachings of 

Jesus, there is the concept of spiritual rebirth. It has 

been literally translated for many centuries as if this is 

not about reincarnation or a physical cycle of birth and 

death, but rather a transformation of the soul. Jesus 

speaks of being “born again” in John 3:3, saying, 

“Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of 

God unless they are born again.” 

This “rebirth” refers to a spiritual transformation 

through faith in Jesus Christ, often associated with 

baptism and conversion. It is a renewal of one’s 

relationship with God, where the old, sinful self dies, 

and a new, righteous self is born in the spiritual sense. 

Baptism is symbolic of this rebirth, marking the 

moment when a person is spiritually cleansed and 

renewed in Christ. 
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Key Points: 

The Bible’s concept of rebirth is tied to resurrection 

(a one-time physical event at the end of time) and 

spiritual rebirth (a transformative experience 

through faith in God, leading to salvation). 

There is no concept of reincarnation—no multiple 

lifetimes or a cycle of birth and death as seen in 

Buddhist thought. 

Concept of Rebirth in the Suttas: 

In Buddhism, rebirth is a central concept, intricately 

tied to the doctrine of samsara (the cycle of birth, 

death, and rebirth) and karma (the law of cause and 

effect). 

Samsara and Cyclical Rebirth: 

In the Suttas, rebirth refers to the continuous cycle of 

birth, death, and rebirth that all sentient beings go 

through. This cycle is governed by karma, meaning 

that the actions (wholesome or unwholesome) one 

performs in this life will determine the conditions of 

their future life. 

Rebirth occurs repeatedly until one reaches Nirvana 

(the cessation of suffering and the end of the cycle of 

rebirth). Nirvana is the ultimate goal, where the mind 
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is liberated from the fetters of greed, hatred, and 

delusion, and the cycle of samsara is transcended. 

The form one takes in the next rebirth—whether 

human, animal, heavenly being or in a lower realm 

(hellish realms, ghostly realms, etc.)—depends on 

one's karma. 

The Six Realms of Existence: 

In the Suttas, there are various realms of rebirth that 

one can be born into based on their karma. These 

include: 

 Devas (heavenly beings), 

 Humans (the human realm, which is seen as 

favourable for attaining enlightenment), 

 Asuras (jealous gods or titans), 

 Animals (seen as an unfavourable rebirth due to 

lack of moral or intellectual capacity), 

 Hungry Ghosts (beings that suffer from 

insatiable hunger or thirst), and 

 Hell Beings (those who suffer in various hellish 

realms). 

 Rebirth in these realms is not eternal, and beings 

can rise or fall through the realms depending on 
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their actions. The cycle continues until 

liberation (Nirvana) is achieved. 

Karma and Rebirth: 

 Rebirth is intricately connected to the law of 

karma in Buddhism. Karma refers to 

intentional actions of body, speech, and mind. 

Wholesome actions lead to favorable rebirths, 

while unwholesome actions lead to unfavorable 

rebirths. 

 The Buddha taught that everything in samsara is 

impermanent and marked by suffering. 

Therefore, even a good rebirth (such as being 

born in the heavenly realms) is still within the 

cycle of samsara and does not represent true 

liberation. The goal is to escape samsara 

altogether by achieving enlightenment. 

No Permanent Soul: 

 Unlike the concept of the soul in Christianity, 

Buddhism teaches anatta (non-self), meaning 

there is no permanent, unchanging soul or self 

that transmigrates from one life to another. 

What gets reborn is a constantly changing 

stream of consciousness, driven by karma. 

There is no eternal soul or self, but rather a 
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continuous process of becoming that is shaped 

by past actions. 

 This is a key difference: while Christianity 

posits an eternal soul that either enters heaven 

or hell after resurrection, Buddhism rejects the 

idea of a permanent soul and sees rebirth as part 

of a causal process that can be transcended. 

Key Points: 

 In Buddhism, rebirth is cyclical and occurs 

continuously as part of samsara (the cycle of birth, 

death, and rebirth), driven by karma. 

 There is no concept of a permanent soul or self that 

is reborn; rather, it is the continuation of a process 

of consciousness that gets reborn in different forms 

based on one’s actions. 

 The goal in Buddhism is to escape the cycle of 

rebirth by attaining Nirvana, a state beyond birth 

and death. 
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Summary of Differences: 

Aspect Bible 
Suttas 

(Buddhism) 

Nature 

of 

Rebirth 

No cyclical rebirth; 

instead, 

resurrection at the 

end of time or 

spiritual rebirth 

through faith 

 

Continuous cycle 

of birth, death, and 

rebirth (samsara) 

governed by karma 

Role of 

Karma 

No concept of 

karma; actions 

affect eternal fate 

after judgment 

(heaven or hell) 

Karma determines 

the conditions of 

future rebirths in 

different realms 

Ultimate 

Goal 

Eternal life in 

heaven with God or 

eternal separation 

from God in hell 

Attain Nirvana, 

escape samsara, 

end rebirth and 

suffering 

Self/Soul 

Eternal soul that is 

resurrected or 

judged after death 

No permanent soul; 

consciousness is 

impermanent and 

reborn based on 

karma 



Page 28 

Aspect Bible 
Suttas 

(Buddhism) 

Resurrec

tion vs. 

Rebirth 

One-time 

resurrection at the 

end of time for 

judgment 

Rebirth occurs 

repeatedly in 

different forms 

until Nirvana is 

attained 

Judgme

nt and 

Afterlife 

Final judgment at 

the end of the world 

(heaven/hell) 

No final judgment; 

the cycle of rebirth 

continues until 

liberation from 

samsara 

The Bible and the Suttas offer profoundly different 

views on life, death, and what happens after death. 

Christianity emphasizes a one-time resurrection and 

eternal judgment, while Buddhism describes a 

continuous cycle of rebirth driven by karma, with the 

goal of ultimately escaping the cycle altogether 

through enlightenment.  
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2. Purpose of the Sutta 

Why the Buddha Delivered Specific Teachings 

The Buddha’s teachings were often tailored to the 

specific needs, questions, and struggles of the 

audience at hand. Each Sutta, or discourse, addresses 

a unique challenge faced by individuals or groups and 

reflects the Buddha’s deep understanding of human 

nature, suffering, and the path to liberation. His ability 

to offer practical and accessible wisdom to a wide 

variety of people is one of the hallmarks of his 

teachings. Each Sutta addresses a particular issue 

relevant to the audience, which could range from 

ethical dilemmas, and questions about the nature of 

reality, to personal struggles with suffering. The 

Suttas frequently address common human concerns 

such as suffering, ethical conduct, and the nature of 

mind. The Buddha’s purpose was to guide people 

toward a deeper understanding of reality and 

liberation from suffering awakening by offering 

practical advice on how to overcome ignorance, 

attachment, and aversion — the three root causes of 

suffering (dukkha). 

Sigalovada Sutta (DN 31) – In this Sutta, the Buddha 

gives advice on ethical living and social 
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responsibilities to a young layman named Sigala. It is 

often referred to as the “Layperson’s Code of Ethics.” 

While individual Suttas address specific issues, 

recurring themes across all Suttas include: 

 The Four Noble Truths 

 The Noble Eightfold Path 

 The impermanence of all conditioned things 

(anicca) 

 The doctrine of non-self (anatta) 

 Dependent origination (paticca samuppada) 

Anatta-lakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59) – In this Sutta, 

the Buddha gives a detailed teaching on non-self, 

explaining how the five aggregates are not the self. 

The following are some key reasons why the Buddha 

delivered specific teachings: 

To Address Ethical Dilemmas and Questions 

The Buddha’s teachings often provided guidance on 

ethical conduct. Many people sought his counsel when 

they were confused about what actions would lead to 

wholesome outcomes. For example, in the Sigalovada 

Sutta (DN 31), the Buddha offers advice to laypeople 

on how to live a righteous life by fulfilling their duties 
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to family, friends, and society. He emphasizes 

virtuous conduct as a foundation for a harmonious life 

and as a way to diminish suffering. 

To Offer Clarity on the Nature of Reality 

Many of the Buddha’s discourses deal with 

metaphysical and philosophical questions, such as the 

nature of existence, the self, and the impermanence of 

all phenomena. The Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 

22.59), for instance, focuses on the doctrine of anatta 

(non-self), where the Buddha explains that there is no 

permanent, unchanging self or soul in any of the 

aggregates that make up an individual’s experience. 

These teachings directly challenge attachment to the 

idea of a permanent self, one of the key causes of 

suffering. 

To Guide Individuals through Personal Struggles 

with Suffering 

The Buddha often personalized his teachings to 

address the specific problems or suffering that people 

were experiencing. In the Venerable Kisa Gotami’s 

Story (from the Therigatha), Kisa Gotami, stricken 

with grief over the death of her child, seeks out the 

Buddha. He compassionately guides her to realize the 

truth of impermanence and helps her transcend her 
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sorrow. Similarly, in the Angulimala Sutta (MN 86), 

the Buddha delivers a discourse to Angulimala, a 

notorious murderer, and leads him toward repentance 

and eventual enlightenment. 

To Provide Practical Advice for Overcoming 

Ignorance, Attachment, and Aversion 

The Buddha’s primary goal was to help individuals 

overcome the root causes of suffering—ignorance 

(avijja), attachment (tanha), and aversion (dosa). He 

did this by offering clear and practical advice on how 

to walk the Eightfold Path and cultivate mindfulness, 

ethical conduct, and wisdom. The Satipatthana Sutta 

(MN 10), for example, provides a detailed guide to the 

practice of mindfulness (sati), which is essential for 

overcoming delusion and cultivating insight into the 

true nature of reality. 

To Guide Communities in Spiritual Growth 

Sometimes, the Buddha’s teachings were meant to 

guide entire communities of monks, nuns, or lay 

followers. The Mahaparinibbana Sutta (DN 16) 

includes the Buddha’s last instructions to the Sangha 

before his final passing, providing advice on how to 

preserve the Dhamma and the Vinaya, and ensure the 

continued spiritual growth of the community. His 
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intention was to ensure that his teachings would 

endure and continue to benefit future generations. 

To Highlight the Middle Path and Prevent 

Extremism 

The Buddha often delivered teachings to correct 

misunderstandings about the spiritual path. In the 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11), for 

example, he introduces the Middle Way, a path that 

avoids the extremes of self-indulgence and self-

mortification. This teaching was crucial for guiding 

seekers away from harmful or misguided spiritual 

practices and toward a balanced approach that leads to 

liberation. 

The Three Root Causes of Suffering (Dukkha) 

The Buddha’s teachings consistently aim to help 

individuals overcome the three root causes of 

suffering, which are: 

 Ignorance (Avijja): The lack of understanding of 

the true nature of reality, particularly regarding 

impermanence (anicca), non-self (anatta), and 

suffering (dukkha). 

 Attachment (Tanha): The craving or clinging to 

pleasurable experiences, possessions, or ideas, 
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which leads to dissatisfaction when they inevitably 

change or disappear. 

 Aversion (Dosa): The rejection or hatred of 

unpleasant experiences, which also causes 

suffering because it intensifies the negative 

feelings we have toward unavoidable aspects of 

life. 

In essence, the Buddha’s teachings were dynamic and 

responsive. He recognized that each individual or 

group had their own unique barriers to awakening, and 

he delivered his teachings accordingly, with the goal 

of guiding everyone toward the cessation of suffering. 

 

The Key Themes in the Buddha’s Teachings 

The teachings of the Buddha revolve around 

foundational principles that help individuals 

understand the nature of existence, suffering and the 

path to liberation  

Across the Suttas, several core themes recur, 

including: 

The Four Noble Truths explain the reality of 

suffering and the path to its cessation. 

The Noble Eightfold Path offers a practical guide for 
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ethical living, mental cultivation, and the development 

of wisdom, leading to the cessation of suffering. 

Impermanence (Anicca) teaches that all things, 

whether material or mental, are subject to change, 

reminding us that clinging leads to suffering. 

Non-Self (Anatta) challenges the idea of a permanent, 

independent self, encouraging a detachment from ego 

and fostering deeper insight into the true nature of 

existence. 

The Four Noble Truths 

The Four Noble Truths form the core of the Buddha's 

teachings and provide a comprehensive framework for 

understanding suffering (dukkha) and its resolution. 

These truths are often compared to a medical 

diagnosis and prescription, with the Buddha acting as 

a physician who identifies the problem, its cause, the 

possibility of a cure, and the method for achieving that 

cure. 

The Truth of Suffering (Dukkha) 

This truth acknowledges that suffering is an inherent 

part of life. Suffering exists in many forms, ranging 

from obvious physical pain to subtle dissatisfaction. 

Even pleasurable experiences are temporary and can 
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cause suffering when they end. The Buddha taught 

that birth, aging, sickness, and death are all forms of 

suffering, as well as the impermanence of 

relationships, possessions, and pleasures. Suffering is 

not just physical pain but also the mental and 

emotional dissatisfaction caused by impermanence 

and attachment. Even things that seem positive are 

subject to change, which can lead to distress. 

The Cause of Suffering (Samudaya) 

The Buddha identified craving or desire (tanha) as the 

root cause of suffering. This craving comes in various 

forms, such as the desire for sensual pleasures, the 

desire for continued existence, and the desire to avoid 

unpleasant experiences. Craving leads to attachment, 

and attachment to impermanent things leads to 

suffering when those things inevitably change or 

disappear.  The source of suffering is not external 

conditions but internal cravings and attachments. By 

identifying the mental cause, we can begin to work 

toward a solution. 

The Cessation of Suffering (Nirodha) 

The Buddha taught that it is possible to end suffering 

by extinguishing craving. This cessation is called 

Nibbana (Nirvana), a state of liberation where the 
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fires of craving, hatred, and ignorance are 

extinguished. Nibbana is the ultimate goal of the 

Buddhist path, representing freedom from the cycle of 

birth, death, and rebirth (samsara). Suffering can be 

brought to an end by letting go of attachments and 

desires, allowing the mind to achieve a state of 

profound peace and liberation. 

The Path Leading to the Cessation of Suffering 

(Magga) 

The Buddha prescribed the Noble Eightfold Path as 

the practical way to overcome suffering. This path is 

a step-by-step approach that covers ethical conduct, 

mental discipline, and wisdom. It provides the tools 

necessary to transform one’s mind and behavior, 

ultimately leading to liberation.  The path to ending 

suffering is not abstract; it consists of practical steps 

that anyone can take to purify the mind and attain 

enlightenment. 

The Noble Eightfold Path 

The Eightfold Path is a comprehensive guide to ethical 

and mental development, broken into three categories: 

wisdom, ethical conduct, and mental discipline. 
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Wisdom (Pañña) 

Right View: Understanding the nature of reality, 

especially the Four Noble Truths. It involves seeing 

the world as it truly is, with clarity about suffering, its 

causes, and the path to liberation. 

Right Intention: Cultivating intentions of 

renunciation, loving-kindness, and compassion, as 

opposed to selfish desires, ill-will, and harmful 

thoughts. 

Ethical Conduct (Sila) 

Right Speech: Abstaining from lying, divisive 

speech, harsh words, and idle chatter. Instead, speech 

should be truthful, harmonious, gentle, and 

meaningful. 

Right Action: Acting in ways that do not cause harm 

to oneself or others. This includes abstaining from 

killing, stealing, and engaging in harmful sexual 

conduct. 

Right Livelihood: Earning a living in a way that does 

not harm others or the environment. For example, 

professions that involve deceit, violence, or 

exploitation are discouraged. 
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Mental Discipline (Samadhi) 

Right Effort: Making an effort to cultivate 

wholesome mental states and avoid unwholesome 

ones. It involves actively working to improve one’s 

thoughts and actions. 

Right Mindfulness: Developing awareness of one’s 

body, feelings, mind, and mental phenomena. This is 

crucial for gaining insight into the true nature of 

reality and preventing the mind from being carried 

away by distractions. 

Right Concentration: Cultivating deep states of 

meditative absorption (jhanas) that lead to clarity and 

calmness of mind. This allows the practitioner to 

penetrate the deeper truths of existence. 

Meaning: The Noble Eightfold Path is a holistic 

practice that integrates ethical behavior, mental 

training, and wisdom. Each element supports the 

others, leading to a balanced and awakened life. 

Impermanence (Anicca) 

The Buddha taught that all conditioned phenomena 

are subject to change. Everything in the world is in a 

constant state of flux, from the smallest atom to the 

largest galaxy. This principle of impermanence 
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(anicca) applies to both external objects and internal 

experiences—thoughts, emotions, and sensations are 

all fleeting and ever-changing. Understanding 

impermanence helps to reduce attachment and 

clinging to things that cannot last. By recognizing that 

nothing is permanent, we learn to live more mindfully 

and let go of the unrealistic expectation that things 

should remain the same. 

Non-Self (Anatta) 

One of the most radical teachings of the Buddha is the 

concept of anatta, or non-self. The Buddha rejected 

the idea of a permanent, unchanging self or soul 

(atman). Instead, what we conventionally call a "self" 

is just a collection of five aggregates (khandhas): 

form, feeling, perception, mental formations, and 

consciousness. These aggregates are constantly 

changing and do not constitute a lasting identity. The 

belief in a fixed self is a source of suffering because it 

leads to attachment and ego. Realizing the absence of 

a permanent self helps in releasing attachment to 

identity, status, and personal experiences, leading to 

greater freedom and peace. 

Together, these teachings form a comprehensive 

framework for understanding the nature of life and for 
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working toward liberation from the cycle of suffering. 

3. Who Speaks to Whom in What 

Circumstances? 

The Main Characters in the Suttas 

In many Suttas, the Buddha himself is the key speaker, 

responding to questions posed by his disciples, lay 

followers, or even kings and gods. Some Suttas feature 

dialogues between other prominent figures such as 

Venerable Ananda (the Buddha’s cousin and 

attendant), Sariputta (the Buddha’s chief disciple), or 

laywomen such as Visakha. Occasionally, the Buddha 

remains silent, allowing others to engage in dialogues, 

only interjecting when necessary. 

Sometimes, non-Buddhist ascetics and scholars 

engage the Buddha in philosophical discussion, and 

the Buddha responds with teachings that clarify 

misconceptions or challenge erroneous views. 

Culamalunkya Sutta (MN 63) – In this Sutta, the 

monk Malunkyaputta asks the Buddha to answer 

metaphysical questions. The Buddha uses this 

opportunity to explain why focusing on speculative 

questions distracts from the path to liberation. 

The Buddha (Gautama Buddha):  The Buddha is 

often the key speaker in the majority of the Suttas. His 



Page 42 

role is that of a teacher, responding to inquiries from 

his disciples, kings, or even celestial beings. His 

responses are always measured, leading the 

questioners toward deeper wisdom and insight into 

suffering, impermanence, and the path to liberation. In 

the Digha Nikaya, particularly the Mahaparinibbana 

Sutta, the Buddha is depicted giving his final 

instructions to his disciples before passing into 

parinibbana. His calm demeanor and wisdom in this 

sutta exemplify his role as a teacher to both laypeople 

and monastics. 

Throughout the Dhammapada, the Buddha himself is 

depicted as the ultimate teacher, guiding his followers 

to enlightenment. His wisdom, detachment, and 

compassion shine through the verses as he encourages 

the practice of virtue, mindfulness, and wisdom. In 

verse 276, the Buddha encourages his followers to 

make the effort themselves to walk the path to 

liberation: 

“You yourselves must strive; the Buddhas only point 

the way. Those meditative ones who tread the path are 

released from the bonds of Mara.” 

This verse emphasizes self-reliance and the 

importance of individual effort in achieving liberation. 
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Venerable Ananda: 

As the Buddha's cousin and attendant, Venerable 

Ananda plays a pivotal role in many of the Suttas. His 

role as the Buddha's faithful companion and 

intermediary is essential, as he often asks the Buddha 

to clarify teachings for the benefit of others. In the 

Samyutta Nikaya, Ananda frequently asks questions 

on behalf of other disciples or laypeople, such as in the 

Sakka Sutta where he inquires about the nature of 

heavenly bliss and how one can transcend it. 

While specific names like Ananda or Visakha are not 

directly mentioned in the Dhammapada, the verses 

allude to various types of disciples—monks, nuns, and 

laypeople—who are striving to practice the Dhamma. 

Ananda, as the Buddha's attendant and frequent 

interlocutor in the Suttas, would have been a model of 

devoted practice for many followers. Verses such as 

25 reflect the importance of effort and discipline, 

values embodied by the Buddha's foremost disciples 

like Ananda: 

“By effort and heedfulness, discipline and self-

mastery, let the wise one make for themselves an 

island which no flood can overwhelm.” 

This verse aligns with the teachings directed to all 
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disciples, lay or monastic, emphasizing the cultivation 

of effort and wisdom. 

Sariputta: 

Sariputta is one of the Buddha’s chief disciples, 

known for his wisdom and deep understanding of the 

Dhamma. Often, Sariputta is the one to offer deep 

expositions on the Buddha's teachings, demonstrating 

his role as a model of wisdom.  In the Digha Nikaya, 

in the Sammādiṭṭhi Sutta, Sariputta expounds on the 

nature of right view (sammādiṭṭhi), and the nature of 

kamma. 

Although Sariputta, the Buddha’s chief disciple 

known for his wisdom, is not specifically named in the 

Dhammapada, verses that emphasize the value of 

wisdom reflect his qualities. Verses 28-30 celebrate 

wisdom and discernment, which were Sariputta’s 

hallmarks: 

“Just as a solid rock is not shaken by the storm, even 

so the wise are not affected by praise or blame.” 

(Verse 81) 

These verses praise the cultivation of steadfast 

wisdom and equanimity, attributes Sariputta 

exemplified in the Suttas. 
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Visakha and Laywomen: 

Visakha is a prominent laywoman and devout 

follower of the Buddha. Her character represents the 

commitment and spiritual maturity that can be found 

among laywomen in the Buddha’s community. In the 

Anguttara Nikaya, Visakha is known for her deep 

devotion and her pivotal role in supporting the 

Sangha, including the establishment of monasteries. 

Laywomen following Visakha, who were devout 

followers of the Buddha, are represented through 

Dhammapada verses that encourage laypeople to 

practice generosity, mindfulness, and the Eightfold 

Path. Verse 223 reflects the compassionate and ethical 

conduct that is encouraged for lay followers like 

Visakha: 

“Conquer anger with non-anger; conquer badness 

with goodness; conquer the miser with generosity, and 

the liar with truth.” 

This verse aligns with the compassionate generosity 

practiced by Visakha, who is remembered for her 

support of the monastic Sangha. 

Mara: 

Mara represents temptation and the obstacles to 
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enlightenment. Although not a disciple, Mara appears 

in many Suttas as a symbol of the defilements that can 

obstruct the path. In the Majjhima Nikaya, the Mara 

Sutta depicts Mara tempting the Buddha under the 

Bodhi tree, symbolizing the inner struggles 

practitioners face on the path to enlightenment. 

 

Typical Settings of the Teachings 

The Buddha’s teachings often take place in specific 

settings such as monasteries (vihāras), parks, and 

forests, or in the homes of lay supporters. The Suttas 

give detailed descriptions of these settings, which 

serve as metaphors for the teachings themselves. For 

example, the calm of a forest retreat reflects the 

stillness of mind that the Buddha encourages in 

meditation. 

Monasteries (Vihāras): 

Monasteries embody discipline and community, 

illustrating the supportive environment necessary for 

spiritual growth. Monasteries serve as crucial settings 

for many of the teachings. These sanctuaries of 

learning and meditation embody the disciplined, 

peaceful life that the Buddha’s followers aim to lead. 

The Buddha often delivered his teachings in 
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monasteries such as Jetavana (located in Savatthi) or 

Veluvana (in Rajagaha). The Buddha delivers 

Anapanasati Sutta (MN 118)  on mindfulness of 

breathing to a large assembly of monks gathered at the 

Migaramatupasada Monastery in Savatthi. In the 

Kutadanta Sutta of the Digha Nikaya, the Buddha 

delivers a profound teaching on sacrifice and non-

violence at the village of Khanumata, near the village 

Vihara.  

Forests represent peace and mental stillness, 

encouraging retreat from worldly distractions and 

fostering deep meditation. 

Parks and gardens represent balance and harmony, 

showing that the Dhamma can be integrated into daily 

life without needing complete renunciation. 

He also taught in the homes of lay followers, in public 

parks, and while travelling. Sometimes, the setting 

itself plays a symbolic role, reflecting the serenity and 

mindfulness that the teachings advocate. 

The Dhammapada, much like the Suttas, often uses 

natural settings as metaphors for the teachings, 

reflecting the tranquillity and simplicity of the ascetic 

life. Forests, mountains, and rivers are symbols of 

spiritual qualities. In verse 98, solitude in nature 



Page 48 

symbolizes the spiritual solitude necessary for 

awakening: 

“Better it is to live alone; there is no fellowship with 

a fool. Live alone, do no evil, be carefree like an 

elephant in the forest.” 

This verse reflects the importance of detachment from 

worldly distractions, a practice often undertaken by 

monks and nuns living in secluded forest settings. 

Buddha’s Silence: 

In some Suttas, the Buddha remains silent, which itself 

is a powerful teaching tool. His silence is often a 

response to questions that are not conducive to 

awakening, pointing to the importance of focusing on 

what is truly necessary for liberation. In the Avyakata 

Suttas (Majjhima Nikaya), the Buddha remains silent 

in response to metaphysical questions about the nature 

of the universe, emphasizing the futility of such 

inquiries when compared to the urgency of addressing 

suffering. 

By examining these characters and settings, we see 

that the Suttas present the Buddha’s teachings not just 

through words but through example, context, and 

environment. These factors all play a crucial role in 

illuminating the path to enlightenment.  
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4. Core Issues in the Discussion 

What Were the Main Philosophical and Ethical 

Discussions ? 

The core discussions in the Suttas often revolve 

around existential questions such as: 

 The nature of suffering (dukkha) and how it 

arises. 

 Whether there is a permanent self or soul 

(anatta). 

 The nature of karma (intentional actions) and 

rebirth. 

 How to live an ethical life in accordance with 

the Five Precepts or the Noble Eightfold Path. 

What is the nature of suffering?  

The Buddha’s primary focus in his teachings was the 

nature of suffering and how it can be overcome. The 

Four Noble Truths, the core of Buddhist philosophy, 

systematically explain suffering (dukkha), its cause 

(tanha or craving), its cessation (Nibbana), and the 

path leading to cessation (the Noble Eightfold Path). 

Dukkha refers to the unsatisfactory nature of life, 

which includes both obvious forms of suffering (pain, 

loss, grief) and more subtle forms (discontentment, 

impermanence). The Buddha taught that suffering is 
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inherent to life, as all conditioned phenomena are 

impermanent (anicca) and bound to cause 

dissatisfaction or suffering at some point.  "Life is 

dukkha" (suffering exists). In the 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11), the 

Buddha's first discourse, he introduces the Four Noble 

Truths, which explain dukkha and its cessation. 

Dhammapada 278: “All conditioned things are 

impermanent—when one sees this with wisdom, one 

turns away from suffering. This is the path to 

purification.”  

What is the cause of suffering, and how can it be 

eliminated?  The root cause of suffering is tanha 

(craving or thirst). This includes desires for sensory 

pleasure, existence, and non-existence. Attachment to 

these desires leads to suffering because they are 

transient and unfulfilling.  In the Samyutta Nikaya (SN 

12.2), the Buddha discusses dependent origination 

(paticca-samuppada), explaining how craving leads to 

suffering through a chain of conditioned existence. In 

Dhammapada 213: “Craving brings sorrow, craving 

brings fear. If one is free from craving, there is no 

sorrow or fear.”  

In Kaccayanagotta Sutta (SN 12.15) – The Buddha 

explains the middle way between eternalism and 
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annihilationism and elaborates on the principle of 

Interdependent Origination (Paticca Samuppada). 

Suffering can be eliminated by overcoming craving 

and attachment. Nibbana (enlightenment) is the 

ultimate cessation of suffering and the realization of 

an unconditioned state of peace. In the Cula Saccaka 

Sutta (MN 35), the Buddha explains to a debater how 

by letting go of attachment to the self, one can 

experience Nibbana. In Dhammapada 203: “Nibbana 

is the highest happiness.” 

What is the nature of reality?  The Buddha taught 

that all things are impermanent (anicca) and devoid of 

a permanent self (anatta). Everything is in a constant 

state of flux, including emotions, experiences, and life 

itself. Clinging to the false notion of a permanent self 

is a primary cause of suffering. In the Anattalakkhana 

Sutta (SN 22.59), the Buddha explains the concept of 

non-self (anatta) to his first disciples. There is no 

unchanging, eternal self. The belief in an "I" or "me" 

leads to suffering. Dhammapada 279: “All 

conditioned things are unsatisfactory—when one sees 

this with wisdom, one turns away from suffering.” 

How should we live an ethical life?  The Noble 

Eightfold Path is the methodical way to end suffering, 
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incorporating wisdom, ethical conduct, and mental 

discipline. The path includes right view, intention, 

speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and 

concentration. The Mahasatipatthana Sutta (DN 22) 

elaborates on the four foundations of mindfulness, a 

key aspect of the path. Dhammapada 273: “Of all 

paths, the Eightfold Path is the best.” 

Compassion and Loving-Kindness (Metta and 

Karuna) 

The cultivation of Metta (loving-kindness) and karuna 

(compassion) is central to Buddhist ethical practice. 

These qualities should extend to all beings, including 

oneself. In the Karaniya Metta Sutta (SN 1.8), the 

Buddha outlines the practice of Metta, encouraging 

the development of unconditional loving-kindness 

towards all beings. Dhammapada 223: “Conquer 

anger with love, conquer evil with good, conquer 

miserliness with generosity, and a liar with truth.” 

The Morality of Actions, Speech, and Livelihood 

(Sila) 

The Buddha emphasized the importance of right 

speech, right action, and right livelihood as part of the 

Noble Eightfold Path. Morality is not just about 

avoiding harm but actively promoting well-being for 
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others. In the Sigalovada Sutta (DN 31), the Buddha 

gives practical advice on how to live ethically in 

relation to family, friends, and society, stressing 

responsibility and right conduct. Dhammapada 183: 

“Avoid all evil, cultivate the good, purify the mind—

this is the teaching of the Buddhas.” In Sabbasava 

Sutta (MN 2) – The Buddha explains to the monks the 

various ways to overcome the "taints" (asavas) that 

obstruct the path to enlightenment. 

Worldly Duties vs. Spiritual Pursuits 

One of the recurring themes in the Buddha's teachings 

is balancing worldly responsibilities with spiritual 

aspirations. The Buddha did not advocate abandoning 

one's responsibilities but emphasized approaching 

them with mindfulness and ethical behavior. In the 

Culavagga (Vinaya Pitaka), there are discussions on 

how laypeople can maintain ethical practices while 

engaging in worldly duties. Dhammapada 97: “The 

mindful one who exerts himself and acts with purity 

and consideration is free from suffering.”  
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5. Why Did the Discussions Happen? 

The Causes of Discussions in the Suttas 

Many discussions in the Suttas are prompted by 

genuine confusion or curiosity on the part of the 

disciples. Venerable Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin and 

close disciple, frequently asked the Buddha to 

elaborate on intricate topics. His questions serve as a 

conduit for deeper explorations of Buddhist 

principles, ensuring that even subtle points are 

explained in a manner accessible to followers For 

example, the Venerable Ananda often asks the Buddha 

to clarify complex teachings, making the Suttas a 

valuable resource for those seeking clarity on the finer 

points of Buddhist philosophy. The Samyutta Nikaya 

(SN 44.10), for example, shows Venerable Ananda 

asking the Buddha for clarification on the nature of 

consciousness, leading to detailed explanations about 

the impermanence and non-self aspects of human 

experience. 

The Buddha’s responses to Ananda’s questions often 

break down abstract or complex ideas, enabling 

broader understanding. For instance, in the 

Culavedalla Sutta (MN 44), when Ananda asks about 

the relationship between feeling, perception, and 

consciousness, the Buddha offers a nuanced 

explanation of these interconnected mental processes, 
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demonstrating how each arises based on conditions 

and how they are not part of an enduring self. This 

sutta reflects how the Buddha's responses to questions 

served not just as explanations but as meditative tools 

for the listener to contemplate the nature of reality. 

The Buddha’s approach to discussions in the Suttas 

was deeply rooted in his compassion and wisdom. He 

engaged with his disciples and others not to prove his 

intellectual superiority, but to provide guidance on the 

path to liberation. This intent can be seen throughout 

the Suttas and is exemplified in various exchanges 

with both his followers and those who questioned his 

teachings. 

5.1. Discussions Prompted by Genuine 

Confusion (Venerable Ananda and Other 

Disciples) 

The Buddha’s close disciples, like Venerable Ananda, 

frequently asked questions that reflected their own 

confusion or curiosity about the finer points of his 

teachings. Ananda’s role as the Buddha’s personal 

attendant and his exceptional memory made him an 

important figure in the transmission of the Buddha’s 

discourses. 

In the Mahaparinibbana Sutta (DN 16), Venerable 

Ananda asks the Buddha for clarification about the 
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details of the Buddha’s passing and the future of the 

Sangha (community of monks). The Buddha answers 

patiently, providing both spiritual and practical advice 

to prepare the monks for his departure.  The questions 

posed by Ananda often revolved around the future 

welfare of the Sangha and how best to preserve and 

practice the Dhamma (the Buddha’s teachings). 

Dhammapada 276: “You yourselves must strive; the 

Buddhas only point the way.” The Buddha’s role in 

the discussion was not to give definitive answers to all 

questions but to point the way to wisdom, encouraging 

self-realization through personal practice. This shows 

the Buddha’s intent to provide lasting guidance 

beyond his lifetime. 

5.2. Philosophical Challenges from Non-

Buddhist Scholars and Ascetics 

Many of the Buddha’s discussions arose from 

challenges posed by non-Buddhist ascetics or 

scholars. These figures often represented different 

schools of thought prevalent at the time, such as 

Brahmanism, Jainism, or materialistic philosophies 

like Ajivikas. The Buddha would engage in these 

dialogues to clarify how his teachings differed, but 

always with the intention of illuminating the path to 

liberation rather than simply refuting their views. 
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The Saccaka Sutta (MN 35): In this discourse, a 

debater named Saccaka confronts the Buddha, 

challenging his views on the nature of the self (anatta). 

The Buddha uses this opportunity to explain the 

doctrine of non-self (anatta) in greater detail, 

highlighting how clinging to the concept of self leads 

to suffering. The result is not only the intellectual 

defeat of Saccaka, but also his conversion to the 

Buddha’s teachings. The Buddha’s purpose was not to 

win debates for the sake of reputation or power, but to 

lead others toward an understanding that would reduce 

their suffering. Dhammapada 223: “Conquer anger 

with love, conquer evil with good, conquer the miser 

with generosity, and the liar with truth.” This verse 

encapsulates the Buddha’s ethical stance when dealing 

with others, even those who opposed his views. His 

discussions were aimed at promoting ethical 

understanding rather than intellectual dominance. 

5.3. The Buddha’s Intent in Engaging in 

Discussions 

The Buddha’s engagement in discussions was always 

motivated by a desire to help others realize the nature 

of suffering and the path to its cessation. He did not 

engage in argumentation for the sake of argument but 

approached each dialogue with compassion and 
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clarity. 

The Buddha’s Teaching Method: 

The Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65): In this discourse, the 

Buddha addresses the people of Kalama who were 

confused by the conflicting teachings of various 

spiritual teachers. The Buddha advises them not to 

rely blindly on scriptures, teachers, or traditions, but 

to investigate for themselves through personal 

experience. This teaching reflects the Buddha’s intent 

to foster critical thinking and direct knowledge rather 

than dogmatic adherence. The Buddha’s discussions 

were not meant to create followers who blindly 

accepted his teachings. Instead, he encouraged 

experiential understanding and insight. Dhammapada 

354: “Whoever overcomes this wretched craving, so 

difficult to overcome, from him sorrow falls away like 

water from a lotus leaf.” This emphasizes the 

Buddha’s focus on helping others transcend suffering 

through understanding and direct experience, not 

merely through intellectual discourse. His discussions 

were geared toward liberating people from confusion 

and guiding them toward Nibbana. 

Proofs of the Buddha’s Approach in the Suttas 

The Ambalatthika-Rahulovada Sutta (MN 61): In this 
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discourse, the Buddha teaches his son Rahula about 

truthfulness and reflection before action. This Sutta is 

a perfect example of how the Buddha used discussion 

not to impose authority but to encourage self-

reflection and ethical living. Rahula is instructed to 

reflect before, during, and after action to ensure his 

actions are beneficial and not harmful. Dhammapada 

291: “He who, seeking his own happiness, does not 

harm others who also seek happiness, will find 

happiness in the hereafter.” This verse reinforces the 

Buddha’s emphasis on ethical behavior and the 

importance of right intention in every action.  This 

shows the Buddha’s practical approach to ethical 

behavior and the cultivation of wisdom through 

experience. 

The Buddha’s Role as a Guide, Not a Judge 

The Buddha frequently stressed that his role was not 

to judge or impose authority but to guide beings 

toward their own realization of truth. His teachings 

were often gentle, but direct, pointing to the heart of 

human suffering and the way out of it.  In the Sutta, 

Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1), the Buddha describes 

various philosophical views on the world and 

existence. The Buddha's aim was to move beyond 

speculative philosophy and focus on practical 
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teachings that lead to the cessation of suffering. Rather 

than debating these views directly, he shows that 

clinging to any of these views leads to further 

suffering and does not bring true liberation. 

Dhammapada 183: “Not to do any evil, to cultivate 

good, to purify one's mind—this is the teaching of the 

Buddhas.” This verse epitomizes the Buddha's focus 

on ethical living and mental purification, which was 

the foundation of his discussions and teachings. 

The Buddha’s discussions, whether with disciples or 

opponents, always had the same underlying goal: to 

guide others toward an understanding of suffering 

and its cessation. He was less concerned with 

winning arguments and more focused on illuminating 

the path to liberation. His teachings in the Suttas, often 

prompted by genuine curiosity or challenges, reflect a 

deep compassion for those seeking truth. Through 

ethical guidance, wisdom, and clarity, the Buddha's 

intent was always to help others overcome suffering 

and reach enlightenment. 

The Buddha’s Intent in Engaging in Discussion 

Others arise from philosophical challenges posed by 

non-Buddhist ascetics or scholars, with the Buddha 

using these opportunities to articulate his teachings in 
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contrast to the prevailing doctrines of the time.  His 

dialogues often arose from sincere questions posed by 

his disciples or philosophical challenges presented by 

non-Buddhist ascetics, scholars, and spiritual seekers 

of his time. 

However the Buddha did not engage in discussion for 

the sake of winning arguments; rather, he aimed to 

illuminate the truth and provide practical guidance for 

those on the spiritual path. The Buddha's approach to 

discussion and debate, as depicted in the Suttas and 

the Dhammapada, reflects a consistent intention of 

helping others discover the truth rather than engaging 

in arguments for their own sake. His teachings were 

always aimed at helping others overcome suffering 

and attain liberation. 

In the discourse “the Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65)”, the 

Buddha advises the Kalamas not to accept teachings 

based on hearsay, tradition, or mere logical reasoning, 

but to critically examine and validate teachings 

through direct experience. This reflects the Buddha's 

approach of guiding others toward understanding 

rather than imposing his views. He emphasizes the 

importance of practical wisdom and personal 

verification of the truth over theoretical debate or 

dogmatic adherence. The Buddha emphasizes 
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discernment and experiential knowledge over 

argumentation, indicating his focus on liberating 

wisdom rather than intellectual victory. 

In the discourse “the Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1)”, the 

Buddha outlines and refutes a variety of philosophical 

views held by other ascetics and scholars, including 

eternalism and nihilism. However, he does so not for 

the sake of refutation but to show the limitations of 

speculative views. He offers his teaching as a middle 

way that transcends these extremes. The Buddha 

contrasts his teachings with prevailing doctrines, not 

to win arguments, but to highlight the futility of 

speculative philosophies and offer a path to end 

suffering. His purpose is to provide a practical path to 

liberation rather than engaging in theoretical disputes.  

In this discourse “The Canki Sutta (MN 95)”, the 

Buddha engages with Brahmin youth who challenge 

him regarding the validity of Brahmin teachings. 

Rather than debating for superiority, the Buddha 

patiently explains how truth is not determined by 

tradition or lineage but by direct experience and 

wisdom. The Buddha’s dialogues focus on fostering 

wisdom and experiential understanding, not 

intellectual victory. This again underscores his focus 

on guiding others to a deeper understanding rather 
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than merely defeating their arguments. 

The Potthapada Sutta (DN 9): In this dialogue, 

Potthapada, a wandering ascetic, engages the Buddha 

with questions about consciousness. The Buddha's 

response is aimed at bringing Potthapada to an 

understanding of how consciousness arises and passes 

away. Although Potthapada holds differing views, the 

Buddha gently leads him toward a deeper 

understanding, always keeping the goal of liberation 

in mind. The Buddha is patient with differing views 

and seeks to guide others toward understanding, 

avoiding the need to dominate a conversation. 

Dhammapada, Verse 5: "Hatred does not cease by 

hatred, but only by non-hatred; this is the eternal 

rule."  This verse reflects the Buddha's emphasis on 

peace and reconciliation rather than conflict, 

suggesting that disputes are not resolved through 

argument but through understanding and compassion. 

Dhammapada, Verse 256-257: "Not by passing 

arbitrary judgments does a man become just; a wise 

man is he who investigates both right and wrong." 

These verses show that the Buddha valued wisdom 

and discernment over judgmental attitudes or winning 

arguments. His goal was to foster true understanding. 
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Engagement with Non-Buddhist Philosophers: 

Throughout his teaching career, the Buddha 

encountered various philosophical challenges from 

Brahmins, Jains, and other wandering ascetics. These 

encounters were documented in the Samaññaphala 

Sutta (DN 2), where King Ajatashatru questions 

various ascetic teachers about the fruits of their 

renunciant practices. The Buddha's response is not a 

critique of their doctrines but a clear articulation of the 

benefits of his path of ethical conduct, meditation, and 

wisdom. 

In many other instances, like in the Sandaka Sutta 

(MN 76), the Buddha contrasts his teachings with 

those of other teachers. He does not do so to prove his 

superiority, but to offer an alternative that directly 

addresses the problem of suffering, guiding seekers 

toward liberation. 

It is clear that the Buddha’s intention in these 

discussions was not to win arguments or assert 

dominance. His focus was always on the practical 

benefits of his teachings and how they could help 

others overcome suffering and attain liberation. Even 

when engaging in debate or responding to challenges, 

the Buddha’s emphasis was on illuminating the truth 
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and guiding others toward a path of freedom from 

suffering, not on asserting intellectual superiority or 

gaining followers. This distinction highlights the 

compassionate and practical nature of his teachings. 

 

6. Where Was the Buddha and Why Was He 

There? 

Geographic and Social Context of the Teachings 

After attaining enlightenment, the Buddha realized the 

importance of sharing his insights for the benefit of all 

sentient beings. His travels across northern India 

allowed him to reach a wide variety of people, from 

kings and nobles to commoners and ascetics. This 

broad dissemination is referred to in several Suttas, 

where the Buddha speaks to people from diverse 

backgrounds, such as in the Tevijja Sutta (DN 13), 

where he addresses Brahmin students on the nature of 

the Brahma-world. The Buddha travelled extensively 

across northern India, teaching in the kingdoms of 

Magadha, Kosala, and Vamsa. The exact location of a 

Sutta often carries symbolic meaning. For example, 

the Buddha’s famous first sermon, the 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, was delivered in 

the Deer Park at Isipatana (modern Sarnath), marking 

the turning of the wheel of Dharma and the beginning 
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of his public ministry. Each place he visited, and each 

teaching he delivered, often carried significant 

symbolic, social, and practical implications.  

Often, the Buddha travelled to places where he was 

invited by rulers, lay followers, or monks. For 

example, in the Ambalatthika-Rahulovada Sutta (MN 

61), he is in a royal park near Rajagaha because he was 

invited by King Bimbisara, a major supporter of the 

Buddha. The Buddha accepted invitations to teach in 

the homes of wealthy patrons and even kings, 

signifying his universal message that transcended 

social class. The Buddha’s presence in these locations 

was often due to the hospitality of prominent lay 

followers, such as Anathapindika and Visakha, who 

built monasteries and invited him to stay. In this Sutta 

Mahaparinibbana Sutta (DN 16)  the Buddha travels 

between various regions in the final months before his 

death, delivering important teachings and preparing 

his disciples for his departure. 

Quite often, the Buddha and his monks practised a 

form of cārikā or "wandering" during much of the 

year, but during the monsoon season, they settled in 

one place for the vassa (rainy season retreat). During 

these retreats, lay followers would often visit the 

Buddha for teachings. The Buddha's movement 
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outside the rainy season allowed him to engage with 

people across different regions. The establishment of 

monastic communities in specific locations during 

these retreats is mentioned in several Suttas, like the 

Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (DN 16), where he is said to 

have spent his last rainy season retreat in the city of 

Vesālī. 

Magadha and Kosala: These two kingdoms were 

central to the Buddha’s travels and teachings. 

Magadha, under King Bimbisara and later King 

Ajatasattu, was a hub for intellectual and religious 

discussions. Similarly, Kosala, ruled by King 

Pasenadi, was another key region where the Buddha 

frequently taught. The social and political dynamics of 

these regions often influenced the nature of the 

dialogues, as seen in the Kūṭadanta Sutta (DN 5), 

where a Brahmin of Magadha seeks the Buddha’s 

advice on performing a sacrifice. 

Symbolic Locations: Certain locations carried 

symbolic meanings. For example, the Buddha's first 

sermon, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 

56.11), was delivered in the Deer Park at Isipatana. 

The Deer Park had been a place where ascetics 

gathered, and by choosing this place to begin his 

public teaching, the Buddha symbolically turned the 
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"wheel of Dharma" for the first time, ushering in a new 

spiritual path distinct from the practices of other 

ascetic traditions. 

Similarly, Vulture Peak (Gijjhakuta), where the 

Buddha often retreated for meditation and teachings, 

symbolized his connection to deeper, more profound 

discourses. For example, the Heart Sutra and the 

Lotus Sutra were both delivered here, showing how 

the place was associated with profound teachings 

meant for advanced disciples. 

The Importance of the Buddha’s Presence 

The Buddha’s physical presence in certain places 

often signified an important teaching event, such as 

the gathering of his disciples at Vulture Peak 

(Gijjhakuta), where he delivered profound teachings. 

For instance, in Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59) 

After hearing the Buddha’s teaching on non-self, the 

group of five monks (his first disciples) attain stream-

entry and eventually become fully enlightened. 

His presence was also a source of moral authority, 

guiding both monastic and lay communities. In each 

Sutta, the Buddha tailored his teachings to the needs 

and spiritual development of his audience. For 

laypeople, he often emphasized ethical conduct, while 
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for monks, he provided deeper insights into meditation 

and wisdom. His core teachings, however, always 

revolved around the nature of suffering, 

impermanence, and the path to liberation. For 

instance, Dhammapada (Verse 183) – “Not doing evil, 

practicing virtue, and purifying one’s mind – this is 

the teaching of the Buddhas.” 

Moral Authority: The Buddha’s physical presence 

was often associated with the gathering of monks and 

laypeople, who sought his advice and teachings on 

ethical living and meditation. His mere presence was 

a source of great inspiration and moral authority. For 

instance, in the Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2), King 

Ajatasattu seeks out the Buddha to understand the 

fruits of a monastic life, and the Buddha’s wisdom 

becomes the guiding principle for the king’s own 

ethical and spiritual reflection. Dhammapada 

(Verses 183-185) encapsulate the essence of the 

Buddha's mission: "To avoid all evil, to cultivate 

good, and to purify one’s mind – this is the teaching 

of the Buddhas." The Buddha’s presence in various 

places was an extension of this mission. He travelled 

to help others cultivate the same. 

Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (DN 16) provides detailed 

accounts of the Buddha’s last journey and final 
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teachings. It highlights the significance of the 

Buddha’s presence in particular locations, such as 

Kusinara, where he chose to pass into parinibbāna, 

marking a sacred moment for his followers. 

Guiding Disciples: The Buddha's physical presence 

during dialogues was crucial in guiding disciples 

toward insight. His dialogues were tailored to the 

individual or group he addressed. For example, the 

Culavedalla Sutta (MN 44) records a detailed 

philosophical dialogue between the nun 

Dhammadinnā and a lay disciple, where the Buddha’s 

teachings directly clarify intricate matters of doctrine. 

Without his presence, these subtle explanations could 

not have occurred. 

Responding to Philosophical Challenges: Many of 

the Buddha's discourses were responses to 

philosophical challenges from other schools of 

thought. For example, the Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1) 

begins with a challenge to the Buddha's view on 

existence and the soul. The Buddha's presence was 

essential for dispelling misunderstandings and 

providing direct, clear guidance.  



Page 71 

7.  What Are the Main Issues the Buddha Wanted 

to Deliver? 

The Core Teachings in Each Sutta 

The Buddha’s main concern in each Sutta is to guide 

his audience toward the cessation of suffering. For 

example in the Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10), he 

outlines the four foundations of mindfulness as a way 

to cultivate awareness and insight. The Buddha 

presents the four foundations of mindfulness 

(Satipatthana) as a path to awakening. These four are: 

 Mindfulness of the body (kayanupassana) 

 Mindfulness of feelings (vedananupassana) 

 Mindfulness of mind (cittanupassana) 

 Mindfulness of mental phenomena 

(dhammanupassana) 

Through cultivating mindfulness in these areas, one 

gains insight into the impermanent, unsatisfactory, 

and selfless nature of all experiences, which leads to 

the cessation of suffering. This Sutta is central in 

guiding practitioners to directly observe their 

experiences with clarity and equanimity. 

In the Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65), he emphasizes the 

importance of critical thinking and personal 

experience over blind faith. The Buddha emphasizes 
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the importance of critical thinking and personal 

experience. He advises the Kalamas (a skeptical 

group) not to rely on: 

 Oral traditions 

 Teachers’ authority 

 Logic or reasoning alone 

 Personal bias 

 Scriptural authority 

Instead, he encourages them to investigate for 

themselves, through their own experience, what leads 

to harm and suffering versus what leads to peace and 

liberation. This Sutta underscores the importance of 

self-verification and discernment over blind faith. 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11) is the 

Buddha’s first discourse after enlightenment, where 

he introduces the Four Noble Truths: 

 The truth of suffering (dukkha) 

 The truth of the cause of suffering (tanha, or 

craving) 

 The truth of the cessation of suffering (nirodha) 

 The truth of the path leading to the cessation of 

suffering (magga, the Eightfold Path) 

This Sutta lays the foundation for all of the Buddha’s 

teachings by outlining the nature of suffering, its 
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origin, and the path to freedom from it. 

Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59) explains the doctrine 

of anatta (non-self). He points out that the five 

aggregates (form, feeling, perception, mental 

formations, and consciousness) are impermanent, 

subject to suffering, and not-self. By realizing this, a 

person can let go of clinging to the illusion of a 

permanent self and, as a result, overcome suffering. 

Sigalovada Sutta (DN 31) provides practical ethical 

guidance for laypeople. The Buddha outlines the 

duties and responsibilities in relationships such as 

between parents and children, teachers and students, 

employers and workers, and friends. He also discusses 

the importance of avoiding harmful behaviors and 

cultivating virtuous conduct in daily life, which 

supports the broader goal of reducing suffering and 

promoting happiness in society. 

In this Sutta, Culamalunkya Sutta (MN 63),  the 

Buddha refuses to answer speculative metaphysical 

questions (such as whether the universe is eternal or 

not) and focuses instead on practical teachings that 

lead to liberation. He uses the analogy of a man shot 

by an arrow, illustrating that understanding the nature 

of the universe is not relevant when one should be 
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focused on removing the arrow (i.e., addressing 

suffering and its causes). 

In Metta Sutta (Snp 1.8) The Buddha encourages the 

cultivation of metta (loving-kindness), wishing for 

the well-being and happiness of all beings without 

discrimination. The practice of metta helps eliminate 

anger, hatred, and ill will, and creates an attitude of 

compassion and kindness, contributing to the 

cessation of suffering. 

Each of these Suttas reflects the Buddha’s core 

mission of providing practical and direct teachings 

aimed at leading his audience to the cessation of 

suffering, whether through mindfulness, ethical 

living, critical thinking, or direct realization of the 

nature of reality. 

How the Buddha Addressed Human Suffering and 

Liberation 

The Buddha’s teachings consistently focus on the 

causes of suffering — namely ignorance, attachment, 

and aversion — and the means of overcoming them 

through ethical conduct, meditation, and wisdom. 

Each Sutta provides practical advice on how to 

implement these principles in daily life. 
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Enlightenment or Progress on the Path: In many 

Suttas, the Buddha’s teachings led to immediate 

progress, such as stream-entry or full enlightenment. 

For example, in the Dhammacakkappavattana 

Sutta, Kondañña attained stream-entry, and in the 

Anattalakkhana Sutta, all five ascetics became 

Saints. 

Inspiration and Motivation: Teachings like the 

Padhana Sutta and the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta 

served to inspire practitioners to persevere in their 

own spiritual struggles, knowing the Buddha himself 

had overcome similar obstacles. 

Practical Guidance: Suttas like the Sigālovāda Sutta 

offered practical ethical guidance, leading to 

immediate transformation in how listeners conducted 

their lives. 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11):  The 

Four Noble Truths — suffering, its origin, cessation, 

and the path to cessation. This was the Buddha's first 

discourse after attaining enlightenment. He delivered 

it to the five ascetics (his former companions) in Deer 

Park at Sarnath. After hearing this teaching, one of the 

ascetics, Kondañña, attained the first stage of 

enlightenment (stream-entry), and the Buddha 

exclaimed, “Kondañña knows!” 
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Padhana Sutta (SN 3.2) The struggle with craving 

and delusion (represented by Māra) as the root cause 

of suffering. The Buddha reflects on his own battle 

with Māra before his enlightenment. This Sutta 

illustrates how craving and delusion obstruct the path 

to liberation. The story of the Buddha's victory over 

Māra is often used to encourage perseverance in 

practitioners when faced with mental defilements. The 

response is an inspiration to overcome inner obstacles. 

Nibbāna Sutta (AN 9.34) Nibbāna is explained as the 

cessation of greed, hatred, and delusion, leading to the 

end of suffering. In this Sutta, the Buddha explains 

Nibbāna as the ultimate release from suffering, which 

is achieved by eliminating the causes of suffering. The 

teaching emphasizes the direct goal of Buddhist 

practice — freedom from the cycle of birth and death. 

Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta (DN 22) Mindfulness 

(satipaṭṭhāna) as a path to the cessation of suffering. 

The Buddha outlines the practice of mindfulness of 

body, feelings, mind, and mental phenomena to 

develop insight and concentration. The practice of 

satipaṭṭhāna is highly esteemed among the Buddha’s 

followers as a powerful means of cultivating wisdom. 

In later texts, monks and practitioners often recount 

their progress on the path due to mindfulness 

practices. 
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Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59): Non-self (anattā) 

— all phenomena are impermanent, suffering, and 

without a permanent self. The Buddha teaches the five 

ascetics again, this time explaining the nature of the 

aggregates (form, feeling, perception, mental 

formations, consciousness) as impermanent and non-

self. After hearing this teaching, all five ascetics 

became fully enlightened (Arahants), realizing the 

nature of reality as the Buddha described. 

Bāhiya Sutta (Ud 1.10): Detachment from sensory 

experiences leads to immediate enlightenment. The 

Buddha meets Bāhiya, a wandering ascetic, and 

instructs him in a very direct and succinct manner: “In 

the seen, there is only the seen. In the heard, there is 

only the heard.” Upon hearing this brief instruction, 

Bāhiya immediately becomes enlightened, 

demonstrating that the right instruction at the right 

time can lead to swift liberation. 

Anapanasati Sutta (MN 118): Mindfulness of 

breathing as a way to develop concentration and 

insight. The Buddha explains how mindfulness of 

breathing leads to calmness and deep insight into 

impermanence. The listeners, particularly monks, 

practiced this method as a cornerstone of their 

meditation practice. This Sutta was key in promoting 

meditation as central to the path of liberation. 
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Sigālovāda Sutta (DN 31): Ethical conduct in 

relationships — family, friends, and society — as part 

of living a wholesome life. The Buddha speaks to 

Sigāla, a young man, and teaches him how to honor 

his relationships in accordance with the Dhamma, 

outlining duties toward parents, spouses, teachers, 

friends, and workers. Sigāla, initially practicing rituals 

to honor his family traditions, was moved by the 

Buddha's practical guidance on living an ethical and 

harmonious life. 

In these teachings, the Buddha’s audiences were often 

fellow monks, wandering ascetics, or householders 

who were seeking wisdom or solutions to their 

challenges. Many of the listeners were profoundly 

impacted, with some realizing significant spiritual 

insights right after hearing the teachings. The 

Buddha's clarity and compassionate guidance made 

his teachings accessible and transformative.  
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8. The Meaning of the Buddha’s Speech 

A Philosophical Analysis of the Teachings 

The Buddha’s discourses are deeply philosophical, yet 

they are accessible and practical. The teachings 

revolve around understanding the nature of reality, 

particularly the impermanent and interdependent 

nature of all things. This understanding leads to 

detachment from material desires and a deeper 

appreciation for the interconnectedness of life. 

How the Teachings Provide Solutions to Problems 

The Suttas often present a problem — be it a question 

about the nature of existence or a practical issue in 

everyday life — and the Buddha’s response offers a 

solution that leads to the cessation of suffering. These 

solutions are not merely intellectual but involve a 

transformation of mind and heart. 

Let’s further deepen the exploration of the Buddha’s 

teachings, focusing on more intricate aspects of his 

discourses, underlying messages, and philosophical 

subtleties, along with additional examples. 

Impermanence (Anicca)  Impermanence is not 

merely the change in physical objects but also the 

transient nature of mental states, emotions, and even 
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relationships. The Buddha teaches that clinging to 

what is temporary leads to dissatisfaction. The lesson 

is to cultivate detachment, not from a nihilistic point 

of view, but from wisdom, recognizing that 

attachment to the fleeting nature of existence is the 

root of suffering. In the Samyutta Nikaya (SN 22.45), 

the Buddha explains the impermanence of the five 

aggregates (form, feeling, perception, mental 

formations, consciousness) and how clinging to them 

causes suffering. 

Suffering (Dukkha) Suffering includes more than 

physical pain or distress. It encompasses the deep 

sense of dissatisfaction that arises even in moments of 

pleasure because all conditioned phenomena are 

transient and unreliable. The Buddha’s underlying 

message is not to reject the world but to understand it 

fully. By seeing life as it truly is, one can live with 

wisdom and compassion without being bound by its 

suffering. In the Mahasatipatthana Sutta, the Buddha 

details the various forms of suffering, from birth to 

death, urging practitioners to observe their experience 

mindfully and realize the nature of suffering. 

Non-Self (Anatta)  The concept of anatta, or non-self, 

can be misunderstood. The Buddha is not denying 

individuality or subjective experience but points out 

that what we conventionally call “self” is just a 

collection of ever-changing processes.  The real 
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message is to help people let go of egoistic clinging 

and realize that true freedom comes from 

understanding that there is no fixed, permanent self 

that needs protecting or satisfying.  In the 

Alagaddupama Sutta (MN 22), the Buddha compares 

attachment to the idea of self to someone mistakenly 

grasping a poisonous snake. This false view causes 

suffering, and releasing it leads to freedom. 

Dependent Origination (Paticca-samuppada) This 

doctrine describes how all phenomena arise in 

dependence on causes and conditions, particularly 

how ignorance conditions the cycle of suffering 

(samsara). 

The Buddha's emphasis on dependent origination 

teaches that everything is interconnected, so one's 

actions (karma) have far-reaching consequences. This 

also means that by changing the conditions — through 

wisdom and ethical conduct — we can change the 

result and end suffering.  In the Nidana Sutta, the 

Buddha breaks down the twelve links of dependent 

origination, showing how ignorance leads to suffering 

and how wisdom can interrupt this cycle, leading to 

liberation. 

The Middle Way  The Middle Way refers to a 

balanced approach to life, avoiding extremes of 

sensual indulgence and extreme asceticism. It applies 
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to all areas of practice — from ethics to meditation. 

The deeper message is that moderation leads to clarity 

and insight. Extremes cloud the mind, either through 

excessive craving or suppression. The Buddha wanted 

his followers to find a path of clarity, wisdom, and 

steady progress.  Before his enlightenment, the 

Buddha practiced extreme asceticism, but he realized 

that neither extreme indulgence nor extreme 

renunciation led to liberation. He outlines this 

realization in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 

56.11). 

Ethical Living (Sila) Ethics in Buddhism are not 

commandments but guidelines for reducing harm and 

cultivating positive qualities such as kindness, 

generosity, and compassion. Ethical conduct purifies 

the mind and supports meditation. The Buddha’s 

teachings on ethics are designed to help individuals 

align their outer actions with inner development. They 

are a means of creating harmony within society and 

within the individual, preparing the mind for deeper 

wisdom. In the Sigalovada Sutta, the Buddha gives 

advice on how to live ethically in daily life, addressing 

everything from social responsibilities to how to 

interact with friends, family, and society at large. 

Meditation (Samadhi)  Meditation in the Buddha's 

teachings is not only about calming the mind but also 

about gaining insight into the true nature of reality 
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(vipassana). Concentration is developed to the point 

where deep truths become apparent.  The Buddha 

emphasized meditation as a practical tool to 

experience reality directly. Through practices such as 

mindfulness and loving-kindness, one transforms the 

mind, breaking free from habitual patterns of craving 

and aversion. The Satipatthana Sutta outlines the four 

foundations of mindfulness: mindfulness of the body, 

feelings, mind, and phenomena, providing a 

comprehensive path to insight and liberation. 

Wisdom (Panna)  Wisdom in Buddhism is the clear, 

experiential understanding of impermanence, 

suffering, and non-self. It arises through direct 

experience, not merely intellectual understanding. The 

ultimate goal of wisdom is to free the mind from 

delusion. The Buddha wanted to convey that wisdom 

is not abstract but grounded in personal 

transformation. By seeing things as they truly are, one 

transcends suffering.  In the Cula-Suññata Sutta, the 

Buddha expounds on the practice of seeing the 

emptiness of self and phenomena, showing that 

wisdom liberates the mind from clinging. 

The Key Meanings in the Buddha's Speech 

Letting Go of Ego and Control: Many of the 

Buddha’s teachings subtly point to the futility of 

trying to control life through attachment to self, 
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possessions, or outcomes. He consistently guides 

practitioners to relinquish control and surrender to the 

natural flow of life. 

Compassion and Service: While his teachings are 

often focused on individual liberation, the Buddha's 

deeper message is that true liberation includes 

compassion for all beings. Wisdom is incomplete 

without the heart-opening qualities of love and 

kindness. The Buddha taught metta (loving-kindness) 

as a core practice to foster compassion, as seen in the 

Karaniya Metta Sutta. He emphasizes that the 

development of compassion is part of the path to 

enlightenment. 

Pragmatic Approach to Freedom: The Buddha was 

deeply practical. He wanted his followers to 

experiment with his teachings, not to take them on 

blind faith. His method encourages experiential 

knowledge through practices such as meditation and 

ethical living, leading to direct insights In the Kalama 

Sutta, the Buddha famously advises the Kalamas not 

to accept teachings on hearsay but to verify them 

through their own experience. 

The Buddha's core message was liberation from 

suffering, achieved through understanding the nature 



Page 85 

of reality (impermanence, suffering, non-self) and 

practicing the Eightfold Path (right view, intention, 

speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, 

concentration). 

His teachings were designed to shift the mind from 

ignorance to wisdom, from attachment to non-

attachment, and from suffering to peace. Each 

teaching had both an immediate, practical benefit and 

a deeper, transformative goal. 

Compassion, ethical living, and wisdom are essential 

ingredients on this path. Ultimately, the Buddha’s 

discourse is about personal liberation and the 

cultivation of a compassionate, wise, and peaceful 

mind.  
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9. Did the Solution Satisfy the Audience or 

Listeners? 

How the Audience Reacted to the Buddha’s Words 

The Suttas often end with the audience expressing 

deep satisfaction with the Buddha’s teachings. In 

many cases, individuals are reported to have attained 

enlightenment or a deep spiritual realization upon 

hearing the Buddha’s words. 

The Suttas, especially in the early discourses, often 

emphasize the profound effect the Buddha’s words 

had on his listeners. The Buddha’s teachings not only 

provided immediate clarity and relief but also had 

lasting transformative effects. In many instances, 

individuals are recorded as having achieved a 

significant level of insight—sometimes even reaching 

stages of enlightenment—after hearing the Buddha 

speak.  

Immediate Impact:  

The Buddha’s discourses often culminate with phrases 

indicating the deep satisfaction of the audience. The 

typical conclusion found in many Suttas is something 

like “Delighted, the bhikkhus rejoiced in the Blessed 

One’s words.” For example, in the 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11), the 
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Buddha’s first sermon, it is recorded that upon hearing 

the discourse, Kondañña, one of the Buddha’s early 

followers, attained the first stage of enlightenment 

(Sotāpanna). His realization is marked by his famous 

declaration: "Whatever has the nature of arising has 

the nature of ceasing." The audience here was not only 

satisfied but profoundly transformed. 

Long-term impact:  

While some listeners experienced immediate insight, 

others found themselves on a gradual path to deeper 

understanding and liberation. In many instances, the 

Buddha’s teachings planted seeds of spiritual growth 

that would ripen later. This is clear from the fact that 

many individuals, after repeatedly hearing the 

Buddha, eventually became Arahants or achieved 

various levels of awakening. For example, the 

Buddha’s stepmother, Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī, initially 

struggled to gain admission to the Sangha, but after 

hearing the Buddha’s teachings repeatedly, she 

eventually became an Arahant. 

Aṅgulimāla Sutta (MN 86): In this discourse, the 

notorious bandit Aṅgulimāla is profoundly changed 

upon hearing the Buddha’s words. His reaction was 

not only one of immediate satisfaction but also 
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complete transformation—he renounced violence and 

became a monk. The Sutta ends with him attaining 

enlightenment, demonstrating how the teachings 

could bring about radical personal change. 

Kisa Gotami and the Mustard Seed (Therigatha): 

This is a poignant example of how the Buddha’s 

words provided comfort and clarity to someone in the 

midst of personal tragedy. Kisa Gotami was distraught 

after the death of her son and sought the Buddha's 

help. He instructed her to bring mustard seeds from a 

household that had not experienced death. After 

realizing that death is a universal experience, Kisa 

Gotami attained deep insight into impermanence. Her 

profound transformation came through both the 

immediate lesson and the long-term realization of the 

Buddha’s teaching on suffering and the nature of life. 

The Dhammapada also reflects how the Buddha’s 

concise and insightful verses resonated with listeners. 

The verses often crystallized profound truths in a way 

that was immediately accessible, leaving lasting 

impressions on those who heard them. For example, 

verse 277 of the Dhammapada: "All conditioned 

things are impermanent—when one sees this with 

wisdom, one turns away from suffering." This simple 

yet deep teaching was often enough to lead listeners to 
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spiritual awakening or at least to a significant shift in 

their perception. 

In some cases, entire assemblies were moved by the 

Buddha's teachings. The Cūḷa-Mālunkya Sutta (MN 

63) is a famous example. A monk named 

Mālunkyaputta posed metaphysical questions to the 

Buddha, and instead of directly answering, the 

Buddha redirected him to the urgency of liberation and 

mindfulness. Mālunkyaputta, along with the gathered 

monks, expressed satisfaction at the Buddha’s wise 

response. 

The reactions to the Buddha’s teachings ranged from 

immediate relief and deep satisfaction to profound 

personal transformation. While some attained 

immediate spiritual insight, others embarked on a 

longer path of understanding, guided by the Buddha's 

words. In either case, the impact was both immediate 

and enduring, as seen by the reverence and care with 

which the Suttas were preserved and passed down 

through the centuries.  
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10. The Narrative Style of the Suttas 

Literary Structure of the Suttas 

The Suttas follow a repetitive, formulaic structure that 

makes them easy to memorize and transmit orally. 

They often begin with the phrase “Thus have I heard,” 

indicating the recitation of an event witnessed by the 

Buddha’s disciples, usually Ananda. This structure 

helps the listener or reader internalize the teachings. 

The Use of Dialogues, Stories, and Metaphors 

The Buddha frequently used parables and metaphors 

to explain complex philosophical concepts. For 

example, the simile of the chariot is used to illustrate 

the doctrine of non-self, and the metaphor of the raft 

is used to show how even the teachings must 

eventually be let go of once one has crossed over to 

enlightenment.  



Page 91 

11. The Results of the Outcome After the 

Deliverance of the Buddha 

The Effect of the Buddha’s Teachings on the 

Disciples and Communities 

The Suttas often recount how disciples, after hearing 

the Buddha’s teachings, attain various stages of 

enlightenment, from stream-entry to arahantship. 

Laypeople are also frequently inspired to follow the 

Buddha’s ethical teachings and support the monastic 

community. 

The Legacy of the Teachings in the Buddhist 

Tradition 

The long-term result of the Buddha’s teachings is the 

establishment of the monastic Sangha and the spread 

of Buddhism throughout India and beyond. The Suttas 

have been preserved in various Buddhist traditions, 

including Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, and 

continue to serve as a guide for practitioners today.  
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12. Who Composed the Suttas? 

The Oral Tradition and Compilation of the Suttas 

After the Buddha’s passing, his disciples, particularly 

Ananda, who had memorized many of the teachings, 

recited the Suttas at the First Buddhist Council. Over 

time, these oral recitations were compiled into the 

Tipitaka, ensuring the preservation of the Buddha’s 

words for future generations. 

How the Teachings Were Transmitted After the 

Buddha’s Time 

The oral tradition remained the primary mode of 

transmission for centuries, until the Suttas were 

written down in Sri Lanka around the 1st century 

BCE. Even today, Buddhist monks continue to recite 

the Suttas, preserving them in their original Pali form. 

Commentaries 

In the study of Buddhist Suttas, commentaries play a 

crucial role in deepening one's understanding of the 

teachings. Since the Suttas were passed down orally 

for centuries before being written down, various 

interpretations have emerged, and commentaries help 

clarify the meanings, explain difficult terms, and 

provide historical context. Here's an exploration of 
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what types of commentaries are relevant to the Suttas, 

and which ones a reader should examine to enhance 

their comprehension. 

12.1. Types of Commentaries Relevant to the 

Suttas 

A. Traditional Commentaries 

Traditional commentaries, particularly from the 

Theravada tradition, offer explanations based on the 

early Buddhist canon. These works were often written 

by great Buddhist scholars and served to elucidate the 

teachings in the Suttas. 

Visuddhimagga (The Path of Purification) by 

Buddhaghosa.  The Visuddhimagga, composed by 

the 5th-century monk Buddhaghosa, is one of the most 

important Theravada commentaries. It systematically 

explains the practice of the Noble Eightfold Path and 

provides detailed instructions on meditation, ethical 

conduct, and wisdom. It draws extensively from the 

Suttas to clarify key teachings, particularly those on 

the Four Noble Truths, kamma (karma), Nibbana 

(nirvana), and mindfulness practices. 

Visuddhimagga is highly relevant when reading 

Suttas like the Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10) and 

Anapanasati Sutta (MN 118), which detail 

meditation practices. The commentary provides a 
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step-by-step guide to understanding the deeper 

meditative insights presented in the texts. 

Why examine this commentary? 

It offers a comprehensive guide to meditation and the 

path to enlightenment, helping readers navigate the 

practical and theoretical aspects of the Suttas. The 

Visuddhimagga serves as a bridge between abstract 

philosophical concepts in the Suttas and their 

application in Buddhist practice. 

B. Pali Commentaries (Atthakatha) 

The Atthakatha are ancient commentaries written in 

Pali, traditionally attributed to the early Buddhist 

scholars who helped explain the teachings of the 

Buddha. These texts are considered authoritative 

within the Theravada tradition. 

Digha Nikaya Atthakatha (Commentary on the 

Digha Nikaya) The Digha Nikaya contains some of 

the longer discourses of the Buddha, like the 

Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1), which is an intricate 

analysis of different philosophical viewpoints. 

The Digha Nikaya Atthakatha provides explanations 

on points that may be unclear in the Sutta, including 

interpretations of doctrinal terms and guidance on how 

to understand the structure of the discussions  in the 
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Suttas. 

Why examine these commentaries? 

Pali commentaries offer insights that have been 

preserved and respected for centuries, making them 

valuable for understanding the technical and doctrinal 

aspects of the Suttas. They also give historical 

background, adding depth to the study of particular 

discourses. 

12.2. Commentaries on Specific Suttas 

A. Dhammapada Commentary 

The Dhammapada, a collection of short verses 

attributed to the Buddha, is a popular text both for 

laypeople and scholars. The Dhammapada 

Commentary provides the background stories for 

many of these verses, which can greatly enrich one’s 

understanding of the teachings. 

Dhammapada Verse 1: "Mind precedes all mental 

states. Mind is their chief; they are all mind-wrought. 

If with an impure mind a person speaks or acts, 

suffering follows him like the wheel that follows the 

foot of the ox."  The commentary explains the story of 

Cakkhupala, a blind monk who practiced 

mindfulness and reached enlightenment, to illustrate 
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the verse’s meaning. 

Why examine this commentary? 

The Dhammapada Commentary provides stories 

and analogies that make abstract teachings more 

relatable and accessible. By understanding the 

historical and social contexts behind the verses, 

readers gain a fuller appreciation of how the teachings 

were applied during the Buddha’s time. 

B. Commentary on the Majjhima Nikaya 

The Majjhima Nikaya (Middle-Length Discourses) 

contains many of the key philosophical and practical 

teachings of the Buddha. Commentaries on this 

collection provide deep insight into the nature of 

suffering, meditation, and the path to enlightenment. 

Example: Commentary on the Anattalakkhana 

Sutta (SN 22.59). This Sutta provides a profound 

teaching on the doctrine of anatta (non-self). The 

commentary expands on the Buddha’s words, helping 

explain the subtle distinctions between the five 

aggregates (form, feeling, perception, mental 

formations, and consciousness) and how they are not 

to be identified as self. 

Why examine this commentary? 

When studying complex topics like anatta, the 
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commentaries help clarify what is often difficult to 

understand by connecting abstract teachings to 

everyday experiences. They help break down the 

philosophical concepts presented in the Sutta and 

show how they can lead to liberation. 

12.3. Modern Scholarly Commentaries 

In addition to traditional Theravada commentaries, 

modern scholars have written extensively on the 

Suttas. These works often incorporate historical and 

cultural research, as well as insights from comparative 

religion and philosophy. 

A. Bhikkhu Bodhi’s Translations and 

Commentaries.  Bhikkhu Bodhi, a contemporary 

Theravada monk and scholar, has translated key Sutta 

collections such as the Majjhima Nikaya, Samyutta 

Nikaya, and Anguttara Nikaya, providing extensive 

commentaries that blend traditional interpretation 

with modern understanding.  The Middle Length 

Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of 

the Majjhima Nikaya 

Bhikkhu Bodhi’s commentary on the Satipatthana 

Sutta offers a clear breakdown of the four foundations 

of mindfulness (body, feelings, mind, and mental 

objects). He provides practical insights on how to 

apply these teachings in modern meditation practice. 
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His translation includes detailed footnotes and 

explanations of Pali terms, making the Sutta 

accessible to both new readers and advanced 

practitioners. 

Why examine these commentaries? 

Bhikkhu Bodhi’s commentaries are highly accessible 

and written for a modern audience. They incorporate 

the latest research in Buddhist studies while remaining 

faithful to the Theravada tradition. His works are 

particularly valuable for understanding the ethical, 

meditative, and philosophical dimensions of the 

Buddha’s teachings in a contemporary context. 

B. Nyanaponika Thera’s Commentaries 

Nyanaponika Thera was a German-born monk who 

became one of the most respected Theravada scholars 

of the 20th century. His works often focus on the 

practical aspects of the Buddha’s teachings, 

particularly mindfulness and meditation. The Heart 

of Buddhist Meditation 

Nyanaponika Thera’s commentary on the 

Satipatthana Sutta provides a clear and practical 

guide to mindfulness practice. He emphasizes the 

importance of direct experience and mindful 

observation as tools for insight and liberation.  His 
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interpretation makes mindfulness accessible to 

modern readers and highlights its relevance for mental 

well-being and spiritual growth. 

Why examine these commentaries? 

Nyanaponika Thera’s commentaries are particularly 

valuable for practitioners interested in applying the 

Buddha’s teachings to meditation. His clear and 

practical approach makes complex teachings easy to 

understand and implement in everyday life. 

12.4. Comparative and Cross-Tradition 

Commentaries 

For readers interested in comparing Theravada 

perspectives with those from other Buddhist 

traditions, cross-tradition commentaries are useful. 

Some commentaries compare the Theravada Suttas 

with Mahayana Sutras or Zen teachings to offer a 

broader perspective. 

A. Thich Nhat Hanh’s Commentaries on 

Buddhist Texts 

Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen master, often 

draws from early Buddhist teachings in his 

commentaries, making them accessible to a wider 

audience while connecting them with Zen practice. 
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Transformation and Healing: The Sutra on the 

Four Establishments of Mindfulness. In this 

commentary, Thich Nhat Hanh draws parallels 

between the Satipatthana Sutta and Zen mindfulness 

practice. He emphasizes mindfulness in daily 

activities and the role of mindfulness in healing 

emotional and psychological wounds. 

Why examine these commentaries? 

Thich Nhat Hanh’s writings offer a fresh, 

compassionate perspective on the Suttas, often 

incorporating modern psychological insights and 

ethical reflections. His focus on mindfulness and the 

present moment aligns well with the teachings of early 

Buddhism while making them relevant to modern 

practitioners. 

12.5. Critical and Analytical Commentaries 

For those interested in a more analytical or academic 

approach, critical commentaries analyze the historical 

development of the Suttas and their doctrinal 

evolution. These works are often based on 

comparative textual analysis and historical research. 

Richard Gombrich’s Works. Richard Gombrich is a 

noted scholar in the field of Buddhist studies, 

specializing in the history and development of early 

Buddhism. His works explore how the Buddha’s 



Page 101 

teachings evolved and how they relate to broader 

Indian philosophical traditions. What the Buddha 

Thought. Gombrich offers a critical analysis of the 

Buddha’s teachings, emphasizing how they 

challenged the prevailing religious and philosophical 

ideas of his time. 

His commentary on the Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1) 

examines how the Buddha rejected metaphysical 

speculation in favour of practical teachings that 

directly lead to liberation. 

Why examine these commentaries? 

For readers interested in the historical and 

philosophical context of the Suttas, Gombrich’s works 

provide a rigorous academic analysis. These 

commentaries are especially useful for understanding 

how the Suttas fit into the broader intellectual 

landscape.  
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13. Preparation for Proper Reading of the Suttas 

Mental and Emotional Readiness 

To properly read and comprehend the Suttas, it is 

essential to approach them with an open and calm 

mind. Meditation practice can help cultivate the 

mindfulness necessary to fully engage with the texts. 

The reader should also set aside preconceived notions 

and be willing to reflect deeply on the teachings. 

How to Approach the Suttas with an Open Mind 

Rather than approaching the Suttas as mere 

intellectual exercises, it is important to read them with 

a sense of humility and reverence. The teachings are 

meant to be lived, not merely studied. As such, one 

should be prepared to apply the Buddha’s advice to 

one’s own life.  
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14. How the Meanings of the Suttas Are Delivered 

Today 

Comparison of Ancient and Modern 

Interpretations 

While the fundamental teachings of the Suttas remain 

unchanged, modern interpretations often place greater 

emphasis on the psychological and ethical dimensions 

of the teachings. The doctrine of anatta, for example, 

is sometimes interpreted in light of contemporary 

discussions on the self and identity. 

How Contemporary Buddhists Understand the 

Teachings 

Contemporary Buddhists continue to find relevance in 

the Suttas, particularly in the areas of mindfulness and 

meditation. The rise of secular mindfulness practices 

has brought attention to certain aspects of the Suttas, 

such as the Satipatthana Sutta, but some scholars 

argue that these modern interpretations may overlook 

the full depth of the teachings.  
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15. From What Perspective Should You Interpret 

the Suttas? 

Traditional, Philosophical, and Practical 

Approaches 

There are multiple ways to interpret the Suttas. A 

traditional approach involves understanding them 

within the context of Buddhist monasticism and the 

pursuit of Nibbana. A philosophical approach may 

focus on the metaphysical and ethical issues raised in 

the texts, while a practical approach emphasizes 

applying the Buddha’s teachings to everyday life. 

Personal Reflection and Spiritual Growth 

Ultimately, the best way to read the Suttas is from a 

personal perspective, asking how the teachings can 

help one overcome suffering and grow spiritually. The 

Suttas are not just theoretical discourses; they are 

guides to transformation. Through careful study and 

reflection, one can unlock the wisdom within these 

ancient texts and apply it to the challenges of modern 

life. 

Reading the Buddha’s Suttas is a profound practice 

that requires careful preparation and a deep 

understanding of their historical and philosophical 

context. The teachings within these texts address 
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timeless questions about the nature of suffering, the 

self, and the path to liberation. By approaching the 

Suttas with an open mind, a willingness to reflect 

deeply, and a commitment to apply the teachings in 

one’s own life, readers can gain insight into the 

Buddha’s wisdom and cultivate a path toward 

enlightenment. 

Step-by-Step Guide to Reading a Sutta 

Reading a Sutta in a way that draws out the best and 

deepest meaning requires both a structured approach 

and a contemplative mindset. The Suttas are rich with 

layered wisdom that is not always immediately 

apparent, and their meaning can deepen with time and 

reflection. Below is a step-by-step guide to help you 

approach reading a particular Sutta and unlock its full 

meaning. 

 Understand the Context of the Sutta 

Before reading a Sutta, take time to understand the 

historical and cultural context in which it was 

delivered. Knowing who is speaking to whom and 

the circumstances surrounding the discourse helps 

clarify the meaning. For example, is the Buddha 

speaking to monks, laypeople, or non-Buddhists? Is 

the discussion happening in a monastery, a forest, or a 
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royal palace? Understanding this context will help the 

reader frame the teachings appropriately. In the 

Sigalovada Sutta (DN 31), the Buddha is speaking to 

a young layman named Sigala. The context is 

important because the advice given pertains to 

householders rather than monks, focusing on how 

laypeople should live ethically. 

In Culamalunkya Sutta (MN 63) the monk 

Malunkyaputta approaches the Buddha with 

metaphysical questions. Malunkyaputta’s concerns 

reflect common philosophical queries about life, 

which are mirrored in modern times. By 

understanding the context, we see how the Buddha 

was teaching practical wisdom, guiding his followers 

away from distractions toward deeper spiritual 

growth. The context is a monk confused by 

speculative issues, which leads the Buddha to explain 

the futility of focusing on such topics when the path to 

liberation is the ultimate goal. 

 Start with an Open and Calm Mind 

Meditative Reading The Suttas are more than 

intellectual texts; they are guides for transforming the 

heart and mind. Therefore, an attitude of mindfulness 

and receptiveness will allow the teachings to resonate 
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more deeply. Approaching the Sutta with a calm and 

open mind is essential. It helps to read the Sutta in a 

quiet environment where distractions are minimized. 

A recommended approach is to meditate before 

reading to calm the mind. After reading the Sutta, 

reflect on the message. Reading with mindfulness 

ensures that the teachings are absorbed at a deeper 

level.  Anapanasati Sutta (MN 118): This Sutta is 

specifically about mindfulness of breathing. It teaches 

a gradual method for calming the mind through breath 

awareness. This same mindfulness is what should be 

applied when reading the Suttas themselves. 

 Identify the Key Characters and Setting 

Each Sutta often involves characters with specific 

traits or roles, and the setting provides clues about the 

nature of the teaching. Take note of the key figures in 

the Sutta. Who is asking the questions? Who is 

responding? Often, the Buddha responds to specific 

concerns raised by his disciples, lay followers, or even 

deities, and knowing their background helps in 

understanding the relevance of the teaching.  

 The Buddha: The primary speaker in most 

Suttas, offering direct instruction. 

 Disciples: Key monks like Ananda (the 
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Buddha’s attendant), Sariputta, Moggallana, 

and others play important roles in the 

conversations. 

 Lay Followers: Notable laypersons such as 

Visakha and Anathapindika frequently 

receive advice on ethics and household 

responsibilities. 

 Kings and Devas: In some Suttas, kings like 

King Pasenadi or gods like Sakka ask 

questions, showing that the Buddha’s teachings 

reached all levels of society.  

In the Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59), the Buddha 

is addressing the five monks, his earliest followers. 

Knowing that these monks have already been 

practicing with him provides context for the profound 

teaching on non-self (anatta). 

Settings 

The settings of the Suttas can symbolize deeper 

themes. For example, teachings delivered in a forest 

reflect a focus on renunciation and detachment, 

while those in towns often address practical issues of 

householders. Sakka-pañha Sutta (DN 21): In this 

discourse, Sakka, the king of the gods, asks the 

Buddha profound questions about suffering and how 
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it arises. The divine setting highlights the universal 

nature of the Buddha’s teachings, as they apply even 

to celestial beings. 

Recognizing the importance of the setting and the 

questioner provides a better understanding of how the 

Buddha tailored his teachings to his audience. This 

Sutta shows that the Buddha’s teachings transcend 

human limitations, extending even to the heavens. 

 Determine the Core Message or Teaching 

Each Sutta contains a core message that the Buddha 

seeks to deliver. As you read, try to determine what 

the central theme of the discourse is. Is it focused on 

ethics, meditation, or wisdom? Is the Buddha 

explaining a key concept like impermanence, 

suffering, or the nature of the self? 

Focus on understanding the Four Noble Truths and 

the Noble Eightfold Path, as these are often 

embedded within the teachings. Look for statements 

that convey the Buddha's main point and try to distil 

the Sutta down to its essential message. The 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11) 

introduces the Four Noble Truths. The core message 

here is the nature of suffering and the path to its 

cessation, forming the foundation of all Buddhist 
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teachings. 

 Pay Attention to Repetition and Formulas 

The Suttas often use repetition and set formulas, such 

as “Thus have I heard” and repeated phrases, which 

serve several purposes. Repetition helps with 

memorization and emphasizes key points. As you 

encounter repetitive elements, pause and reflect on 

their significance. Why is this point being repeated? 

What insight does the repetition offer? In the 

Anapanasati Sutta (MN 118), the repetition of 

mindfulness practices related to breathing serves to 

reinforce the importance of sustained attention to the 

breath and the various stages of mindfulness. 

The Importance of Repetition 

 Repeated phrases in the Suttas draw attention to the 

core elements of the teaching. 

 Formulaic structures, such as the Four Noble 

Truths or the Noble Eightfold Path, create a 

rhythm that aids in internalization. 

 Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59): The repetition 

of the Buddha’s analysis of the five aggregates 

(form, feeling, perception, formations, and 

consciousness) helps drive home the point that 

none of these is the self.  
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 The use of repetition reflects the oral tradition of 

the teachings and their meditative function. By 

encountering these repeated patterns, the reader is 

encouraged to reflect deeply on the teaching and 

apply it in their practice. 

 Reflect on the Metaphors and Similes 

The Buddha frequently used similes and metaphors to 

illustrate deeper philosophical points. These can help 

clarify abstract concepts and make them more 

relatable. When you encounter a metaphor, take time 

to consider what it represents and how it applies to 

your own life and practice.  

Common Metaphors 

 The Raft: The teachings are like a raft used to cross 

a river; once the river is crossed, the raft should be 

left behind. This metaphor indicates that even the 

Dhamma must be let go of at the final stage of 

enlightenment. 

 The Flame: The Buddha often used the image of a 

flame to explain the process of birth, death, and 

rebirth, as well as the extinguishing of suffering. 

Metaphors help convey deeper meanings that 

transcend intellectual understanding. In the 
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Alagaddupama Sutta (MN 22), the metaphor of the 

raft teaches detachment not only from worldly things 

but also from the teachings once their purpose has 

been fulfilled 

 Contemplate the Practical Applications 

The Suttas are meant to be practical guides for 

reducing suffering and attaining liberation. As you 

read, consider how the teachings apply to your own 

life. Ask yourself: 

 How can I practice this teaching? 

 What is the relevance of this teaching in my 

daily life? 

 How can it help me understand and deal with 

suffering? 

Personal reflection is key to making the teachings 

meaningful. Buddhist practice is not just about 

intellectual understanding but about transforming 

one's behavior and mindset. The Kalama Sutta (AN 

3.65) encourages personal investigation rather than 

blind faith. It teaches you to trust your experience and 

reasoning to discern what leads to wholesome 

outcomes, providing a practical guide for ethical 

decision-making. 
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Metta Sutta (SN 1.8): This Sutta is a guide to 

developing loving-kindness (metta) towards all 

beings. The practical application here is clear: the 

Sutta offers specific instructions on how to cultivate 

loving-kindness as part of one’s daily practice. By 

reflecting on how the teaching of metta can be 

practiced in interactions with others, you make the 

Suttas more than just intellectual knowledge—they 

become living wisdom. 

 Examine the Ethical and Moral Lessons 

Many Suttas contain explicit ethical guidance, 

especially those aimed at laypeople. The Buddha often 

discusses the Five Precepts (abstaining from killing, 

stealing, sexual misconduct, false speech, and 

intoxication) or more specific advice for monks and 

householders or the Ten Wholesome Actions.. Take 

note of these ethical teachings and consider how they 

apply in a modern context. In the Sigalovada Sutta 

(DN 31), the Buddha outlines ethical duties for 

householders, including how to treat one’s parents, 

children, spouse, friends, and workers. This is relevant 

for those looking to live a moral and socially 

responsible life. 
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The Ethical Dimension 

Reading the Suttas can help clarify how to apply 

Buddhist ethics in daily life, especially in areas like 

right speech, right action, and right livelihood. 

Sigalovada Sutta (DN 31): In this Sutta, the Buddha 

provides ethical advice to a young householder, 

outlining responsibilities toward family, friends, 

servants, and society at large. This Sutta is often 

referred to as the "Layperson’s Code of Ethics." 

Insight: By carefully considering the ethical advice in 

Suttas like the Sigalovada Sutta, you gain practical 

guidance for navigating relationships and 

responsibilities in life with wisdom and compassion. 

 Look for Connections to Broader Teachings 

Many Suttas interconnect with broader teachings 

found in the Tipitaka. After reading a particular Sutta, 

it can be helpful to cross-reference related teachings in 

other Suttas. This helps build a more comprehensive 

understanding of the Buddha’s teachings. Look for 

connections to topics such as the Four Noble Truths, 

Dependent Origination, Karma, and Nibbana. 

After reading the Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10), you 

might explore other Suttas on mindfulness, such as the 

Anapanasati Sutta (MN 118), to deepen your 
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understanding of mindfulness meditation. By 

connecting teachings on mindfulness across different 

Suttas, you build a more complete understanding of 

how the Buddha taught mental cultivation and the path 

to liberation. 

Consider the Response of the Audience 

At the end of many Suttas, the audience’s response is 

recorded, showing their level of understanding and 

satisfaction with the teaching. Did the listeners attain 

deeper understanding, or were they confused? Did 

they achieve realization or enlightenment? 

Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59): After hearing the 

Buddha’s discourse on non-self, the five ascetics, who 

were the Buddha’s first disciples, attained the 

realization of arahantship, fully understanding the 

impermanence and non-self of all phenomena. 

Sometimes, the Sutta ends with the listener attaining 

some level of realization, such as stream-entry or 

arahantship. Take note of these responses to see how 

the teachings were received. In the Culamalunkya 

Sutta (MN 63), after the Buddha explains why he 

refrains from answering speculative metaphysical 

questions, Malunkyaputta is satisfied and returns to 

his practice with a clearer understanding of what leads 
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to liberation.  

The audience’s reaction can help gauge the 

effectiveness of the teaching and give clues as to how 

you might incorporate the lessons into your own 

practice. 

Read Commentaries and Scholarly Interpretations 

For deeper understanding, it can be helpful to consult 

traditional commentaries such as the 

Visuddhimagga (The Path of Purification by 

Buddhaghosa) or modern scholarly works that explain 

the historical and philosophical context of the Suttas. 

Commentaries can provide insight into difficult 

passages or illuminate obscure teachings. 

Visuddhimagga (The Path of Purification) is a key 

Theravada commentary that elaborates on the 

practices of morality, concentration, and wisdom. It is 

often referenced when reading more complex Suttas, 

particularly those dealing with meditation. 

Meditate on the Teachings 

After reading the Sutta, it’s valuable to spend time in 

meditation reflecting on the teachings. This allows the 

meaning to sink in more deeply and enables the reader 

to develop personal insight into how the teachings 

apply to his real life. Meditation creates space for 
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contemplation and can reveal layers of meaning not 

immediately apparent in a cursory reading. 

Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10): This Sutta is often 

followed by practitioners with a period of meditation 

on the four foundations of mindfulness (body, 

feelings, mind, and mental objects), making the 

teachings more than theoretical. Meditation bridges 

the gap between theory and practice, enabling the 

teachings to become part of your lived experience. 

Revisit the Sutta Regularly 

Suttas often reveal deeper meanings with repeated 

readings. After some time has passed, return to the 

Sutta and read it again. With more experience and 

practice, your understanding of the teachings will 

deepen, and new insights will emerge. 

Dhammapada: This text is a collection of verses from 

the Buddha, and many practitioners revisit these 

verses regularly as a form of reflection. Each time a 

verse is read, new insights can emerge based on one’s 

current practice and experiences. Returning to the 

same Sutta periodically helps integrate the teachings 

into daily life and deepens one’s understanding of the 

Buddha’s wisdom.  
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Some general principles 

There is no such thing as a "definitive" translation. 

Bearing in mind that the Pali canon was recorded in 

Pali, not in English. Not once in his career did the 

Buddha speak of "suffering" or "enlightenment"; he 

spoke instead of such things as dukkha and nibbana.  

Keep in mind, too, that every English translation has 

been filtered and processed by a translator — someone 

inextricably embedded within his or her culture at a 

particular moment in time, and whose experience and 

understanding inevitably color the translation. British 

translations of the suttas from the late 19th and early 

20th century sound leaden and dreary to us today; a 

hundred years from now, today's translations will 

undoubtedly sound equally archaic. Translation, like 

the cartographer's attempts to project the round Earth 

onto a flat sheet of paper, is an imperfect art. 

It is best not to let yourself get too comfortable with 

any one particular translation, whether of a word or of 

an entire sutta. It is not simply because, for example, 

one translator equates "suffering" with dukkha or 

"Unbinding" with nibbana, then you should accept 

those translations as truth. Try them on and see how 

they work for you. Allow plenty of room for your 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/ptf/dhamma/sacca/sacca1/dukkha.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/ptf/dhamma/sacca/sacca3/nibbana.html
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understanding to change and mature, and cultivate a 

willingness to consider alternate translations. Perhaps, 

over time, your own preferences will change (you 

may, for example, come to find "stress" and 

"quenching" more helpful than sufferings). Remember 

that any translation is just a convenient (but 

provisional) crutch that you must use until you can 

come to your own first-hand understanding of the 

ideas it describes. 

If you are serious about understanding what the suttas 

are about, you will have to learn some Pali. But there 

is still an even better way: read the translations and put 

the teachings they contain into practice until you get 

the results promised by the Buddha. Mastery of Pali 

is, thankfully, not a prerequisite for Awakening. 

No one sutta contains all the teachings. 

To reap the greatest reward from the Canon, explore 

many different suttas, not just a select few. The 

teachings on mindfulness, for example, although 

valuable, represent just a small sliver of the entirety of 

the Buddha's teachings. Do not be deterred by 

whether or not a sutta contains the actual words 

uttered by the historical Buddha. There is no way to 

prove it or deny it. Just read the suttas, put the 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/befriending.html#pali
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teachings into practice as best you can, and see what 

happens. 

Sometimes you'll come across a sutta that grabs hold 

of you in some way when you first read it. Trust this 

reaction and read it again; it means both that the sutta 

has something valuable to teach you and that you're 

ripe to receive the teaching it offers. From time to time 

re-read the suttas you remember having liked months 

or years ago. You may discover in them some nuances 

now that you missed earlier. 

Sometimes you'll come across a sutta that is just plain 

irritating. Trust this reaction; it means that the sutta 

has something valuable to teach you, although you 

may not be quite ready for it yet. Put a bookmark there 

and put the sutta aside for now. Pick it up a few weeks, 

months, or years later, and try again. Perhaps someday 

you'll connect with it. 

If a sutta is boring, confusing, or unhelpful, just put 

it aside. Depending on your current interests and 

depth of practice, you may find that a given sutta 

seems utterly tedious and boring. Put that one aside for 

now and try another one. Keep trying until you find 

one that makes a direct, personal connection. 
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A good sutta is one that inspires you to stop reading 

it. The whole point of reading suttas is to inspire you 

to develop right view, live an upright life, and 

meditate correctly. So if you feel a growing urge to put 

down the book, go sit in a quiet spot, close your eyes, 

and attend to the breath, then do it! The sutta will have 

then fulfilled its purpose. It will still be there when you 

come back to it later. 

Read the sutta aloud, from beginning to end. This 

helps in several ways: it encourages you to read every 

single word of the sutta, it trains your mouth to use 

right speech, and it teaches your ears how to listen to 

Dhamma. 

Listen for teachings at different levels. Many suttas 

offer teachings on several levels simultaneously, and 

it is good to develop an ear for that. For example, when 

the Buddha explains to a disciple the finer points of 

right speech, notice how the Buddha himself uses 

speech [MN 58]. Does the Buddha "practice what he 

preaches"?  

Do not ignore the repetitions. Many suttas contain 

repetitive passages. Read the sutta as you would a 

piece of music: when you sing or listen to a song, you 

do not skip over each chorus; likewise, when you read 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/ptf/dhamma/sacca/sacca4/samma-ditthi/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.058.than.html
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a sutta, you do not skip over the refrains. As in music, 

the refrains in the suttas often contain unexpected (and 

important) variations that you don't want to miss. 

Discuss and learn the sutta with a friend or two. 

By sincerely and honestly sharing your observations 

and reactions with a friend, both of you can deepen 

your understanding of the sutta. Consider forming an 

informal sutta study group. If you have lingering 

questions about a sutta, ask an experienced and trusted 

teacher for guidance. Consult with elder monks and 

nuns, as their unique perspective on the teachings can 

often help you break through your bottlenecks of 

confusion. 

Learn a little Pali. 

Once you have read a few suttas or a few different 

translations of the same sutta, you may find yourself 

puzzled by particular choices of words. For example, 

why does this translator use the word "foundations of 

mindfulness" while that one uses "frames of 

reference"? What are these phrases really getting at? 

Turning to a Pali-English dictionary and looking up 

the word satipatthana (and its component elements) 

may help shed new light on this word, paving the way 

to an even more rewarding study of the suttas. But not 
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all the time the dictionary enlightens you because it is 

developed by a person and a group of persons (human) 

which is subject to errors. 

Read what others have said about the sutta. 

It may be helpful to read what commentators (both 

contemporary and ancient) say about the suttas. Some 

people find the classical Tipitaka commentaries 

particularly those by the medieval writer 

Buddhaghosa  to be helpful. A few of these are 

available in English translation from the Pali Text 

Society and the Buddhist Publication Society. Some 

people prefer more contemporary commentators, such 

as those who have written in the Wheel 

Publications of the Buddhist Publication Society. 

Many outstanding booklets and articles have been 

written by authors such as 

Vens. Bodhi, Khantipalo, Ñanamoli, Narada, Nyanap 

nika, Soma, and Thanissaro. You may also enjoy 

reading the excellent introductions and endnotes to 

Bhikkhu Bodhi's The Middle Length Discourses of the 

Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995) and 

Maurice Walshe's The Long Discourses of the 

Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1987). Also 

read from the masters in the Thai forest traditions, as 

they offer refreshing and unique perspectives on the 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/sources.html#pts
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/sources.html#pts
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/sources.html#bps
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/bpslist.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/bpslist.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/sources.html#bps
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/bodhi/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/khantipalo/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nanamoli/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/narada/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanaponika/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanaponika/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/soma/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/sources.html#wisdom
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/sources.html#wisdom
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/thai/index.html
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suttas that are based on deep meditative experience. 

The sutta takes time to ripen. 

Whatever helpful message you found in the sutta, 

whatever satisfying taste it left behind, let that grow 

and develop in the course of your meditation practice 

and in your life. Over time, the ideas, impressions, and 

attitudes conveyed by the sutta will gradually 

percolate into your consciousness, informing the way 

you view the world. One day you may even find 

yourself in the middle of an otherwise ordinary 

everyday experience when suddenly the recollection 

of a sutta you read long ago will spring to mind, 

bringing with it a powerful Dhamma teaching that's 

exactly appropriate for this moment. 

To facilitate this slow ripening process, allow yourself 

plenty of room for the suttas. Don't cram your sutta 

reading in among all your other activities. Don't read 

too many suttas all at once. Make sutta study a special, 

contemplative activity. It should be a pleasant 

experience. If it becomes dry and irritating, put it all 

aside and try again in a few days, weeks, or months.  

Sutta study needs more than simply reading it once or 

twice. After you finish reading a sutta, take a little time 

out afterwards for some breath meditation to give the 
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teachings a chance to settle down into the heart. 

Fair Conclusion 

To fully understand and appreciate the Buddha’s 

teachings, each Sutta should be read mindfully, with 

attention to its context, characters, and core teachings. 

Reflection, meditation, and regular revisitation of the 

texts are essential practices to unlock their deepest 

meanings. The Suttas are not mere intellectual 

documents but living guides that offer practical 

wisdom for transforming one’s life and mind toward 

liberation. 

As you read a sutta, keep in mind that you are 

eavesdropping on the Buddha as he teaches someone 

else. Unlike many of the Buddha's contemporaries 

from other spiritual traditions, who would often 

adhere to a fixed doctrine when answering every 

question [AN 10.93], the Buddha tailored his 

teachings to meet the particular needs of his audience. 

It is therefore important to develop a sensitivity to the 

context of a sutta, to see in what ways the 

circumstances of the Buddha's audience may be 

similar to your own, so you can gauge how best to 

apply the Buddha's words to your own life situation. 

As you read, it can be helpful to keep certain questions 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an10/an10.093.than.html
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circulating gently in the back of your mind, both to 

help you understand the context of the sutta and to 

help you tune in to the different levels of teaching that 

are often going on at once. These questions are not 

meant to make you into a Buddhist literary scholar; 

they're simply meant to help each sutta come alive for 

you. 

Suggested Suttas for Study 

Here are a few foundational Suttas that are especially 

helpful for beginners and seasoned practitioners alike: 

1. Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11) 

– The Buddha’s first discourse, introducing the 

Four Noble Truths. 

2. Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59) – A 

profound teaching on non-self (anatta). 

3. The Fire Sermon 27 (SN 35.28).  

4. Satipatthana Sutta (MN 10) – A key 

discourse on mindfulness and meditation. 

5. Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65) – A teaching on 

personal investigation and avoiding blind 

faith. 

6. Sigalovada Sutta (DN 31) – Practical advice 

for laypeople on ethical living. 

7. The Khuddaka Nikaya 13 offers a rich mine of 

important suttas in verse form. Consider, in 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn35/sn35.028.than.html
https://suttacentral.net/sn35.28/en/sujato
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/index.html
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particular, the Dhammapada 5, the Sutta 

Nipata 3, the Therigatha 2, and 

the Theragatha 2. 

8. For the Buddha’s basic instructions on breath 

meditation, see the Anapanasati Sutta 31; for 

his instructions on the practice of mindfulness, 

see the Maha-satipatthana Sutta 3. 

9. To learn how to cultivate a heart of loving 

kindness, see the Karaniya Metta Sutta 4. 

10. In the Devadaha Sutta 18 Ven. Sariputta 

explains how to introduce the Buddha’s 

teachings to inquisitive, intelligent people — 

people like you. 

11. How does one decide which spiritual paths are 

worth following and which are not? 

The Kalama Sutta 16 sheds light on this 

ancient dilemma. 

12. In the Sigalovada Sutta 30 the Buddha offers a 

concise “instruction manual” that shows how 

laypeople can live happy and fulfilling lives. 

Nyanatiloka Mahathera’s following two sutta 

anthologies are also very nice: 

1. “The Word of the Buddha 23”. This is a nice 

selection of suttas structured according to the 

four noble truths with the larger part devoted to 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/dhp/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/snp/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/snp/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/thig/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/thag/index.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.118.than.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.22.0.than.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/snp/snp.1.08.than.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn22/sn22.002.than.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an03/an03.065.than.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.31.0.nara.html
https://urbandharma.org/pdf/wordofbuddha.pdf
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the fourth one (the eight-fold noble path). 

2. “The Buddha’s Path to Deliverance 13”. This is 

longer and more detailed and uses a different 

structuring scheme, seemingly inspired by the 

Visuddhimagga’s structure (the three-fold 

training: morality, concentration and wisdom 

intermixed with another more obscure scheme 

called the seven stages of purity). More detailed 

overview of the teaching. Contains a good 

overview of the main meditation practices. It’s 

my favourite of the two, but probably not as 

accessible (maybe not a good first choice). 

 

What else do I miss?

https://store.pariyatti.org/Buddhas-Path-to-Deliverance-The--ebook-PDF_p_2561.html


 

 

 


