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Introduction

The Sermon on the Mount is generally regarded as some sort
of manual for Christian living. For example, Dr Martyn
Lloyd-Jones says, ‘Because you are Christian live like this.
This is how Christians ought to live; this is how Christians
are meant to live.”! An opinion like this is not new. For exam-
ple, St Augustine (354—430 AD) described it as the ‘perfect
rule or pattern of Christian life’.

Not all would agree with this approach and there is a wide
diversity of opinions among others as to its interpretation.
Some would prefer to examine the Sermon from the stand-
point of Matthew’s purpose in setting it in its position at the
beginning of the Gospel. It is sometimes suggested that
Matthew has set the Sermon on the Mount as the law of
Christ over against the law of Moses. It would thus be Jesus’
ethical demands upon his followers which contrast sharply
with the demands of the scribes and Pharisees, and so with
those of the Old Testament.

Now both these suggestions (and they are not the only
ones, nor have we done justice to them in the way they have
been described) have their strong points. The first sets out
to show that the teaching of Jesus is something which
Christians ought to take seriously. The second reminds us
that simply to take the Sermon on the Mount out of its

I'p M. Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (2“d edn), IVP,
Leicester, 1976, p. 21.
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context is to impose? our own presuppositions upon it and
possibly fail to understand the intention of the Gospel writer.
As someone has said, ‘A text without a context is a pretext’.

How should we understand the Sermon on the Mount? Is
it simply a collection of ethical demands which Christians
must obey? Is it ‘law’ at all ? In other words, have we made
a mistake in even considering the Sermon on the Mount in
these ways, for they seem to involve the reader who takes
them seriously in a set of legal obligations, which would
seem somewhat at variance with the rest of the New Testa-
ment? We want, therefore, in these studies to examine the
Sermon on the Mount from a different angle.

THE CONTEXT

The Gospel of Matthew, in its first chapter, sets the stage for
the birth of Jesus, by giving his genealogy and the account of
the encounter of Joseph with the angel of God. The second
chapter, the closest Matthew comes to an account of Jesus’
birth, is concerned with the story of the wise men from the
east. These men are concerned to discover the location of
him who has been born king of the Jews (2:2). The
response of King Herod was to ask where the Christ was to
be born (2:4). The reply from the chief priests and scribes of
the people was to quote Micah 5:2 in defence of Bethlehem
as the location: And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of
Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
for from you shall come a ruler who will govern my people
Israel (2:6). These words, ‘king’ and ‘ruler’, are significant.
Right at the commencement of the Gospel, the Christ is to be
the ruler of Israel.

2 “General Introduction’, in Lloyd-Jones, Sermon on the Mount, pp. 13-24.
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Introduction

This notion of rule and kingship is important, for when
John the Baptist appeared, the thrust of his proclamation was
that the kingdom of heaven is at hand (3:2). The phrase
‘the kingdom of heaven’ is Matthew’s equivalent to the
phrase ‘the kingdom of God’, although he does occasionally
use the latter phrase as, for example, in 12:28; 21:31, 43; and
possibly 6:33. The word for kingdom (Gk basilea) does not
refer to some area of land or even to a group of people who
give submission. It simply means the reign or rule, in this
case, of God. So John the Baptist was saying that the reign of
God was at hand, implying that there was to be a change
from the rule of some other ‘lord” who had previously had
dominion over the people of Israel (cf. Isa. 26:13-14).
Indeed, the angel had told Joseph that: you shall call his
name Jesus for he will save his people from their sins
(1:21). The language was surely meant to remind people of
that amazing act of redemption when God acted to save his
people from bondage in Egypt. Certainly the Old Testament
prophets had looked forward to a second ‘exodus’, the con-
solation of Israel ... the redemption of Jerusalem (Luke
2:25, 38).

This did not imply that God was not King at that point, or
at any other point for that matter. Martyn Lloyd-Jones was
wrong when he said that ‘whenever Christ is enthroned as
King [implying by Christians], the kingdom of God is come,
so that, while we cannot say that He is ruling over all in the
world at the present time, He is certainly ruling. .. in the
hearts and lives of all his people’.3 That people do not,
indeed cannot, because of their bondage to other lords,
acknowledge that God is King, in no way means that God is
not King. There is no way that his kingdom is in any sense
dependent upon the response of men and women. The response

3 Lloyd-Jones, Sermon on the Mount, p. 20.
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of men and women only causes them to see that which is (cf.
Ps. 24:1; 47:2, 7, 9; 59:13b; 82:8; 94:2; 97:1, 9; Dan. 4:1-3,
34-35). Their liberation is into the truth of the kingdom of
God.

John’s ministry of baptism was the means by which Jesus
was introduced to the ministry which he was to have. Isaiah
had spoken of ‘the servant of the Lord’ on a number of occa-
sions and in two places this servant is spoken of as being the
recipient of the Spirit in order that the purposes of God might
be fulfilled. In Isaiah 42:1 it is said: Behold my servant,
whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I
have put my Spirit upon him, he will bring forth justice
to the nations. In Isaiah 61:1, quoted by Jesus in Luke 4:18-
19, we read, The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,
because the LORD has anointed me to bring good tidings
to the afflicted; he has sent me to bind up the broken-
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the
opening of prison to those who are bound. So it was that at
his baptism by John, Jesus was also baptised by God with the
Holy Spirit, for that liberating work. At his baptism, this
picture is filled out more by the declaration which came,
This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased
(3:17). This was a conflation of Isaiah 42:1 (in whom my
soul delights) and Psalm 2:7 which was part of the decree of
the Lord, I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill (Ps.
2:6). This king whom God had set in authority was to have
the nations as his heritage and the ends of the earth as his
possession (Ps. 2:8). So the baptism of Jesus with the Holy
Spirit was undoubtedly the anointing of the king for the work
of liberation.

The temptation of Jesus in the wilderness was not just his
experiencing the temptations which all experience. Instead
it was the lining up of the Evil One himself against the
anointed king in order to deflect him from his work of

xii



Introduction

liberation. The final temptation, described in Matthew 4:8-9,
highlights this. Again, the devil took him to a very high
mountain, and showed him all the kingdoms of the world
and the glory of them; and he said to him, ‘All these I will
give you, if you will fall down and worship me’. Rather
than do a work of liberation, had the Son of God yielded, he
would have joined the ranks of those in bondage. But having
resisted the tempter, From that time Jesus began to
preach, saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at
hand’ ... And he went about all Galilee, teaching in their
synagogues and preaching the gospel of the kingdom and
healing every disease and every infirmity among the
people (4:17, 23). Mark adds that the healings were no less
part of the teaching (1:27; cf. Matt. 12:28). Indeed the
quotation from Isaiah 61:1 says that the work of liberation
was by means of proclamation.

deskoskoskosikoskoskoskosk

This rather lengthy discourse has been necessary to show the
context in which the Sermon on the Mount occurs. It is in the
context of the proclamation of the kingdom, which was not a
proclamation about the kingdom. However there is also
another element to be considered, namely the truth of the
kingdom as corrupted by contemporary Judaism. It must
always be kept in mind that the law as given by God to
Moses was for those who were already living in the kingdom,
who already knew the wonder of redemption and who were,
by the law, to live in gratitude. To contemporary Judaism,
however, the keeping of the law had become debased into a
system whereby the life of the people of God could be
expressed in terms of the minimum required to keep God
placated. This is putting the issue crudely, but in fact that is

xiii
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precisely what it was (cf. Luke 18:11-12; Matt.12:1-7; Mark
7:5-8). So then, when Jesus, or indeed the other New Testa-
ment writers, speaks against the law in any form, it is the law
as debased which is in mind, not the law in its glory (as in
Ps. 19:71t).

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount is a declaration of the truth
of the kingdom of heaven and what it means to live in that
kingdom. It is not a detached statement either, for the issues
are presented over against the opposition and hypocrisy of
the world around them.

Xiv



The Beatitudes

INTRODUCTION
Matthew 5:1-2

Jesus had drawn great crowds to himself by his preaching
and the miracles which he did (Matt. 4:25). This time, it
seems that Jesus withdrew from the crowds and went up on
the mountain. When he was there, his disciples came to
him. In other words, the content of what we call the ‘Sermon
on the Mount’ was directed to those who were in some
way committed to learning. The word ‘disciple’ means ‘a
learner’. The assumption is that those who receive this
teaching are functioning under the umbrella of the kingdom.
Thus, he opened his mouth [a semitism for ‘he spoke’] and
taught them.!

I It is not our purpose to become involved with the various critical questions
which this sermon provokes, for example the relationship to the similar material
in Luke, or the possibility that what we have before us is in fact a compilation of
various addresses by Jesus, given over a period of time and not what we would
call a ‘sermon’, as such, at all. We shall simply examine the ‘Sermon on the
Mount’ as Matthew presents it.
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BLESSED ARE THE POOR 1IN SPIRIT
Matthew 5:3

Although often presented as a series of statements intended
to show Christians what they ought to be, these verses are
simply statements of fact. The introductory beatitude, or
declaration of blessing, reminds us of the context which we
examined before, namely, the kingdom: Blessed are the
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Jesus is
still speaking about the kingdom, this time to ‘disciples’.

He is not giving a set of instructions for Christian living.
There are only two imperatives in these verses (vv. 12, 16)
and they are more in the form of responses to what is rather
than a command to become something. Indeed, we may go
further and say that it is not ‘Christians’ that Jesus has in
mind here at all. The subject is the kingdom, and Jesus is
saying that these are the issues which have been significant
since the very beginning. True blessedness in Israel did not
consist in financial prosperity or even in national security.
Look through the scriptures and see that it was the poor in
spirit who lived in the dynamic of the kingdom. Isaiah, for
example, had said, For thus says the high and lofty One
who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: ‘I dwell in the
high and holy place, and also with him who is of a contrite
and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to
revive the heart of the contrite’ (Isa. 57:15). The poor in
spirit, those who count themselves as nothing, are blessed in
that they are the very ones who know the presence of God
and so the presence of the kingdom.

We must add that the blessings described in the state-
ments are not in the form of a reward consequent upon a par-
ticular disposition or form of behaviour. The blessing does
not follow being, in this case, poor in spirit. The blessing is
in being poor in spirit, for that is what the kingdom is about.

2
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BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO MOURN
Matthew 5:4

What then of those who mourn? Again, it was Isaiah who
promised that the Servant of the Lord would receive the
Spirit, to comfort all who mourn (Isa. 61:2). But why
should they be mourning over their own sins, or is there
more? The psalmist had said (Ps. 126:5-6), May those who
sow in tears reap with shouts of joy! He that goes forth
weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home
with shouts of joy, bringing his sheaves with him. Why
should they be sowing in tears? The answer is that Israel had
been in bondage, and laughter came only when she had her
fortunes restored (Ps. 126:1-2). We cannot but suspect that
those who mourn are those who see Israel in her bondage
and who long for her restoration. Naturally the reasons for
her bondage are part of the deep anguish which they have.
Simeon and Anna were doubtless two who were like this:
Simeon was righteous and devout, looking for the conso-
lation of Israel, and Anna spoke of Jesus to all who were
looking for the redemption of Jerusalem (Luke 2:25, 38).
Their comfort came in seeing the salvation which was for
glory to thy people Israel (Luke 2:30, 32).

BLESSED ARE THE MEEK
Matthew 5:5

In 5:5, it is the meek who are Blessed. The meek are those
who refuse to assert themselves, not in any ‘wimpish’ way,
but as those who prefer to commit their cause to God. Meek-
ness then is not weakness. The psalmist wrote of this in
Psalm 37; there the wicked seem to prosper over against the
people of God. He urges: Fret not yourself because of the

3
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wicked ... For they will soon fade like the grass...
[instead] trust in the LORD and do good; so you will dwell
in the land and enjoy security. Take delight in the LORD
and he will give you the desires of your heart. Commit
your way to the LORD ... Be still before the LORD, and
wait patiently for him. .. those who wait for the LORD
shall possess the land ... the meek shall possess the land,
and delight themselves in abundant prosperity (Ps. 37:1—
11). The meek are those who know that their prosperity does
not depend upon their own exertions but upon the action of
God, that is, they live in the truth of the kingdom. Therein
lies rich blessing. This was most clearly demonstrated in the
one who, When he was reviled, he did not revile in
return; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he
trusted to him who judges justly (1 Pet. 2:23).

BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO HUNGER AND
THIRST AFTER RIGHTEOUSNESS
Matthew 5:6

Who are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness? It
is not the people who assume that simply keeping the letter
of the law suffices for true righteousness. It is, rather, those
who keep the law and delight in it because their deepest
desire is for God himself. Thus, Psalm 42:1-2, As a hart
longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O
God. My soul thirsts for God; and Psalm 63:1-6, O God,
thou art my God, I seek thee, my soul thirsts for thee; my
flesh faints for thee, as in a dry and weary land where no
water is ... thy steadfast love is better than life... My
soul is feasted as with marrow and fat, and my mouth
praises thee with joyful lips, when I think of thee upon
my bed, and meditate on thee in the watches of the night.

4
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Such a person hears the prophet’s word, Ho, every one who
thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money,
come, buy and eat! and knows that to do so, is to Seek the
LORD while he may be found (Isa. 55:1, 6).

BLESSED ARE THE MERCIFUL
Matthew 5:7

That the merciful are blessed should hardly be surprising. In
Exodus 34:6, God identified himself to Moses as The LORD,
the LORD, a God merciful and gracious. This ascription
in no way meant that God had set aside the demands of the
law, or that those who sinned with a high hand (Num. 15:30-
31) could hope to avoid the consequences of their actions,
but it did mean that it was not the will of God that any
should perish, but that all should reach repentance (2 Pet.
3:9). It was this that lay behind the repeated calls to Israel to
repent, the provision of sacrifices, especially on the Day of
Atonement, and the sending of prophets. It was because God
is a God of mercy that Habakkuk could cry, O LORD, I have
heard the report of thee, and thy work, O LORD, do I
fear. In the midst of the years renew it; in the midst of
the years make it known; in wrath remember mercy (Hab.
3:2). The blessing in being merciful was then that one was in
the flow of the character of God. To pardon others was thus
no burden, since the one who lived in the kingdom lived as
one who had himself been pardoned. Against that, if a person
was not merciful, he would find that he was in conflict with
the character of God and so would not know his mercy, as
for example in Matthew 18:23-35, 1 forgave you all that
debt because you besought me; and should not you have
had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?
(vv. 32-33; cf. 6:14-15).
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BLESSED ARE THE PURE IN HEART
Matthew 5:8

The beatitude, Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall
see God, is by no means new teaching. As with all that has
preceded it, this blessing is simply a restatement of the truth
of the kingdom as it had been already declared in the scrip-
tures. In this case, Jesus is evidently reminding the disciples
of the words of the psalmist in Psalm 24:3—6 (cf. 73:1). There
the psalmist asks, Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD?
And who shall stand in his holy place? Those who desire
to do so comprise the generation of those who seek him,
who seek the face of the God of Jacob (vv. 3, 6). Who then
is he who does that? The reply is that it is He who has clean
hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to
what is false, and does not swear deceitfully. The psalmist
adds that the one who is like this receives a blessing from
the LORD (vv. 4, 5).

When Moses was told that man shall not see me [God]
and live (Exod. 33:20), the meaning was that man in his
guilt cannot look upon the face of God in His holiness
without being destroyed by that holiness (cf. Isa. 6:5). But
for the men and women of faith within Israel, there was no
such fear. They lived in the overflowing goodness of God
who provided the sacrifices by which atonement for sin was
made. For them there was the cry When shall I come and
behold the face of God? (Ps. 42:2). Their greatest delight
was to have looked upon thee in the sanctuary, beholding
thy power and glory (Ps. 63:2), the very things which
brought Isaiah to his sense of devastation.

To the man or woman of faith there can be no doubt that
to be pure in heart is rich blessing in itself.

deskoskoskosikoskoskoskosk
6
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BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS
Matthew 5:9

It would be foolish to say that all who work for some sort of
reconciliation between men and women are thereby sons of
God. Certainly such activities are of great benefit to human-
ity and to that extent reflect a certain degree of the ‘image of
God’ in men and women. But is that all that our Lord meant
when he said, Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall
be called sons of God?

For Israel it was fundamental that peace was the blessing
of God. The word they used was shalom, which referred not
so much to the absence of war but to the completeness and
sense of well-being which existed under the hand of God. So
it was that under Solomon (whose name means ‘peace’),
Judah and Israel dwelt in safety . .. every man under his
vine and under his fig tree (1 Kings 4:25), a condition
which Micah saw as the blessing of the Messianic age (Mic.
4:4) when the LORD will reign over them in Mount Zion
from this time forth and for evermore (Mic. 4:7).

Peace, completeness and fulfilment for the people of God,
is the blessing of the kingdom.

So it was that Moses was instructed to say to Aaron and
his sons, Thus you shall bless the people of Israel: you
shall say to them, The LORD bless you and keep you: The
LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious
to you: The LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and
give you peace (Num. 6:23-26).

How then can someone be a peacemaker? The word
which Jesus used (eirenepoios) is not used elsewhere in the
New Testament and not at all in the Greek version of the Old
Testament. But the thought is not absent. The psalmist says,
Pray for the peace of Jerusalem! ‘May they prosper who
love you! Peace be within your walls, and security within

7
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your towers!’” For my brethren and companions’ sake I
will say, ‘Peace be within you !’ For the sake of the house
of the LORD our God, I will seek your good (Ps. 122:6-9).
Again, it is notable that the picture of peace here is in the
context of Jerusalem as the place where the thrones for
judgment were set, the thrones of the house of David (Ps.
122:5). These are the thrones of the kingdom of God through
David. To be a peacemaker was, then, to seek the good of
Jerusalem as the place where God had made his name to
dwell. It was to be deeply concerned that Israel should know
its glory as the people of God, its true shalom, under the
reign of God.

To be thus, was to have a rich understanding of the prom-
ises of God. More than that, it was to enter into the action of
the Prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6). To be involved in that action
was to be truly blessed, for not only was the coming one the
Prince of Peace, he was also the Wonderful Counsellor,
Mighty God, Everlasting Father! To anticipate his coming
was therefore to enter (or re-enter) the true sonship of Israel
(e.g. Deut. 14:1a).

BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO ARE PERSECUTED
Matthew 5:10-12

The first sentence (v. 10) is a statement following the same
pattern as the previous blessings, while verses 11 and 12 relate
the blessing more precisely. Blessed are those who are
persecuted for righteousness’ sake, would no doubt have
reminded the hearers of the long line of prophets and others
in Israel’s history who had been persecuted and oppressed
because they were righteous, and because they were con-
cerned for the true righteousness of God. Later Paul would
write of Israel as being ignorant of the righteousness that

8
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comes from God, and seeking to establish their own, and
therefore they did not submit to God’s righteousness
(Rom. 10:3). In consequence, those who were righteous were
a threat and liable to persecution by the rest of the people.
But such were blessed simply because they were righteous
and so livied in the kingdom of heaven.

However, there is another dimension to this situation, for
now Jesus makes it clear that the action of the kingdom is
related to him! Blessed are you when men revile you and
persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you
falsely on my account. While the suffering may be great,
even to the loss of life, those who receive the blessing of
persecution ought to recall that their reward is great in
heaven and so Rejoice and be glad. To suffer for righteous-
ness’ sake was to be in the same ethos as the prophets of old
and so of the revelation and action of God.

It was this on my account which highlighted the fact that
the kingdom was a present reality. Jesus was the king,
proclaiming the kingdom. As such he was the fulfilment of
all that Israel of old had foreshadowed. His teaching of the
issues of the kingdom was intended to show that. We might
even say that Jesus is standing as the completion of the
whole Old Testament era. He is the kingdom to which the
history of Israel pointed.
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SALT OF THE EARTH
Matthew 5:13

The disciples of Jesus stood in a unique position. They not
only knew about the kingdom, but they also were part of the
action of the king himself. Later, they would be sent out to
proclaim the kingdom in exactly the same terms as did Jesus
(see Matt. 10:1, 7-8a). To them Jesus said therefore, You are
the salt of the earth (5:13). The value of salt was well known
to the hearers, so much so that the precise value in it to
which Jesus is alluding is never mentioned, although the sug-
gestions have been numerous. The trade in salt was vital and
Ezekiel says that although the river which issued from the
temple, in his vision in chapter 47, would transform the
desert and the Dead Sea, its swamps and marshes will not
become fresh; they are to be left for salt (47:11). To the
disciples then, Jesus gives a place of great significance. Their
position in the economy of God was vital.

It is one thing for the disciples to know their role, it was
another thing for them to /ive it. So Jesus asks them the
question: if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be
restored? It is no longer good for anything except to be
thrown out and trodden under foot (5:13). In other words,
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they must recognise their position and not allow it to be
adulterated, for that would render them useless for their task.
They are either living in the kingdom or they are not.
Therefore, they must stand firm under the authority of the
king.

THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD
Matthew 5:14-16

The same principle is found in the description of the
disciples as the light of the world (5:14, a title which Jesus
takes to himself in John 8:12). Their role is to shine out with
the truth of the kingdom. A city set on a hill cannot be hid.
They are intended to be prominent by their proclamation.
Since the king is present and in action, it would be as sense-
less for them not to shine out the truth as it would be for men
to light a lamp and put it under a bushel. The lamp is
intended to give light. So Jesus says to them, not so much as
a command, although of course it is, as the logical implica-
tion of the disciples’ position in the kingdom, ‘You are light,
so shine!’ Let your light so shine before men, that they
may see your good works and give glory to your Father
who is in heaven (5:16). The purpose of their shining is not
to draw attention to themselves, nor even, in the long run, to
give glory to Jesus. Jesus himself is under authority, a point
recognised by others (cf. Matt. 8:5-10). The glory from the
disciples’ behaviour in the kingdom will, as it did from
Jesus, be all directed to the Father.

This title for God, ‘Father’, receives much fuller use in
chapter 6. It is used again later at 5:45, 48 and at 7:11, 21,
but in chapter 6 it is used on twelve occasions. Although we
must deal with it more fully later, suffice at this point to say
that the kingdom is ultimately the kingdom of the Father.

11
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This transforms the discussion from one of servile submis-
sion, if it ever was that—possibly among the more severe
legalists it was—to one of filial submission. The one is cold
and harsh, the other warm and fulfilling. The whole nature of
the kingdom of God is thereby changed. That peacemakers
should be called sons of God is now axiomatic. God is Father!

12



Jesus and the Law

ITHAVE COME NOT TO ABOLISH THEM
Matthew 5:17-20

Jesus has identified the kingdom with himself (5:11). How
then does that effect the role of the Jewish law, which others
had regarded as the safeguard of the kingdom. Is Jesus say-
ing that the law is no longer required now that he is present?
That to the Jews would have been a vile blasphemy (cf. Acts
6:13-14).

The remainder of this chapter is given over to discussion
of the attitude of Jesus to the law. But what must be stressed
is that the discussion takes place against the background of
the attitude of the scribes and the Pharisees and their dis-
ciples, who regarded themselves as supremely successful in
the matter of law keeping. For example there was the rich
man, in Matthew 19:16-22, who when told of the command-
ments said, All these I have observed! or the Pharisee in
Luke 18:9-12, who could find nothing for which to reproach
himself before God. The subject here, then, is the kingdom
of God as it is, over against the kingdom of God as the
scribes and Pharisees supposed it to be.

This contrast is explicitly made in 5:17-20. The law is the
law of the kingdom. So Jesus says, Think not that I have
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come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not
to abolish them but to fulfil them. Far from having a lax
attitude towards the law, Jesus proceeds to say that till
heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will
pass from the law until all is accomplished. To this extent
he is, apparently like the Pharisees, a rigorist. Of course,
what Jesus did not say at this point was that it would take the
cross to accomplish the full demands of the law. But he was
by no means minimising the function of law in the kingdom.
Indeed he proceeded to say that anyone who did minimise
the place of law, Whoever then relaxes one of the least of
these commandments and teaches men so, shall be called
least in the kingdom of heaven; but he who does them
and teaches them shall be called great in the kingdom of
heaven.

The purpose of these comments was quite specific. He
was contrasting the true righteousness—the true fulfilling of
the law—with the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees.
Indeed, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the
scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom
of heaven.

Jesus’ comments which follow this are intended to show
the true dimensions of the law. While other things may flow
from them, in one sense they do so incidentally. The main
purpose is clear; Jesus is answering the question: What does
it mean to keep the law?

YOU SHALL NOT KILL
Matthew 5:21-26

The first illustration is that of the law against murder. You
have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall
not kill; and whoever Kkills shall be liable to judgment’.
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This may also be translated ‘by the men of old” and since
Jesus has added a phrase not specifically mentioned by Moses
the lawgiver, then this may actually be better. But it is of no
final consequence. The point is that the hearers were all
familiar with the law against murder and its application. It
was all taught by the scribes and Pharisees. Now however,
Jesus adds, But 7 say to you ... It is strange that some com-
mentators actually think that Jesus is exposing faults in the
Mosaic law. For example, A. B. Bruce says, ‘Christ’s position
as fulfiller of the law entitled him to point out the defects of
the law itself ... and there is reason to believe that. .. he
actually does so’.! But Jesus is not doing so at all. What he is
exposing is the way that the full demands of the law had
been reduced to one negative command, ‘You shall not com-
mit murder’.

In his exposition of this commandment, Jesus is doing
no more than would be expected of one who found the law
his deepest delight, for he is answering the question: If
the law says I must not murder, what does that say my
attitude toward my brother ought to be instead? If I ought
not do one, then I ought to do the other. What is the other?
The legalists had never gone beyond the mere prohibition. In
that, they had treated as insignificant all the lack of love
between the people of God, hence ‘his brother’. So Jesus is
simply extending the prohibition to cover all that it had
always covered.

The way Jesus does this is at first sight strange. He seems
to be listing three transgressions which carry progressively
more serious penalties. But since no court could commit a
person to the hell of fire (5:22) that is unlikely. What is
more likely is that, ‘Jesus is satirizing the casuistic method of

1 A. B. Bruce, The Expositor’s Greek Testament @3H edn), vol. 1, Hodder and
Stoughton, London, 1903, p. 106.
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the scribes and Pharisees’ and showing how absurd it is.
‘Civil courts cannot possibly consider the infractions that
start in the heart’.? But the scribes and Pharisees had actually
reduced the law of God to a civil matter. Jesus, on the other
hand, raises the anger of the human heart towards another to
the same level as murder and shows them both to be one in
the sight of God. Not to love your neighbour as yourself is
no less culpable than murdering him. It may only bespeak
lack of opportunity.

The attitude which says: I have kept the commandment;
I have not murdered, and then proceeds to come to the altar
without a deep sense of guilt, is reckless in the extreme.
What you ought to be doing, says Jesus, is seeing that a lack
of love between brothers prohibits you from enjoying the
benefits of the kingdom as much as does the sin of murder.
‘Burdened with such guilt, thou thyself art not acceptable,
either now in his house of worship or afterward at his
judgment bar.’3 The scribes had evidently decreed that no act
of sacrifice may be interrupted, but Jesus said that if there
was no reconciliation then the sacrifice must wait. The
mechanics of the religious system could not take precedence
over the true demands of the law. The language about court
and prison and paying the last penny is based on the debtors
courts. ‘As the ordinary debtor is turned over to the judge
and by him is turned over to the court officer and is by the
latter thrown into prison, so the divine Judge will dispose of
the man who has wronged his brother and remained obdu-
rate.’#

2 R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, Augsburg
Publishing House, Minneapolis, 1943, pp. 218-219.

3 Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, p. 221.

4 Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, p. 224.
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YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY
Matthew 5:27-30

The same method is used by Jesus with regard to the
commandment, You shall not commit adultery (5:27).
Again, this law of God had been reduced to a piece of civil
legislation. But surely mental adultery was as wrong in the
sight of God as that which had been physically carried out?
In other words, the reduction of the commandment to a civil
(albeit a religious) issue failed to see the deep corruption of
the human heart. Later Jesus said, For out of the heart
come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft,
false witness, slander (Matt.15:19).

There can be no excuse such as that which says: I am not
deserving of blame in this matter; my eye could not help
what it saw. The latter may be so, but if your eye gives
opportunity for sin, then it is better that you pluck it out and
throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your
members than that your whole body be thrown into hell
(5:29). Although some have taken Jesus’ words literally and
mutilated themselves, Lenski adds that ‘a blind man and
even a eunuch may be lascivious’.> The problem lies in the
heart. This is the real scope of the law. The kingdom has to
do with true righteousness and not merely with outward
conformity.

WHOEVER DIVORCES HIS WIFE
Matthew 5:31-32

A related issue to the one of adultery was that of divorce. It
was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give

5 Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, p. 228.
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her a certificate of divorce’ (5:31). A fuller treatment
of this subject is found in Matthew 19:3-9. Here, Jesus is
highlighting the Pharisaic reduction of the law to its bare
minimum. Yes, Moses had said that about the certificate of
divorce, but many in Israel had deliberately chosen to ignore
the rest of what Moses had said. Moses had permitted divorce
only where there was some indecency (Deut. 24:1-4) and
the woman (in that case) had committed adultery and effec-
tively severed the marriage bond. But the present situation
was that divorces were being granted simply with a view to
remarriage. That was nothing short of legalised adultery,
since the first marriage was still unbroken.

More detailed discussion of the subject is available in
commentaries. What we are simply observing is that Jesus’
position on the law can hardly be said to be lax. In the
kingdom of God the law of God is taken seriously. That the
scribes and Pharisees did not do, in spite of their protesta-
tions to the contrary.

YOU SHALL NOT SWEAR FALSELY
Matthew 5:33-37

The next illustration which Jesus gave concerned the practice
of making oaths. The law had said, You shall not swear
falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have
sworn. Over against that, Jesus said, Do not swear at all,
either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the
earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the
city of the great King. And do not swear by your head,
for you cannot make one hair white or black. Let what
you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this
comes from evil (or, ‘from the evil one’). As it stands, that
seems relatively simple. Oaths are out. But in the letter to the
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Hebrews, a significant passage in the argument, 6:13-7:22,
actually makes it clear that the oath of God (he swore by
himself because he had no one greater by whom to swear)
was vital in understanding the function of Jesus’ priesthood.
So can it be that Jesus is really saying nothing more than that
oaths are out?

Again, we must recall that the purpose of this section of
the Sermon is to contrast the true demands of the law with
the perversions and minimisations of the law being carried
out by the Jewish leaders. In this case, the practice in
Judaism was that, while the name of God was not used in the
making of oaths, lest the commandment concerning the
taking of the name of God in vain be broken, it was possible
to make oaths on the name of all sorts of other things, such
as the heaven and the earth, and then to break them with
apparently less guilt that there would have been had the
name of God been reviled. So the comment of Jesus was not
directed against legitimate oaths, but against the loose atti-
tude towards the truth. The kingdom has no gradations of
truth. Anything other than the truth is not of the kingdom,
but of the evil one, who is a liar and the father of lies (John
8:44).

Furthermore, these other, seemingly lesser things by
which people would swear, were not really lesser at all;
heaven is God’s throne and earth his footstool. This was not
meant literally. It was rather that all things relate to the being
of God and so to the demand for truth.

AN EYE FOR AN EYE
Matthew 5:38-42

It is not uncommon to hear the phrase, An eye for an eye
and a tooth for a tooth, used as example of heavy-handed
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vengeance. It is, however, a provision of the law of the Old
Testament (cf. Exod. 21:24; Lev. 24:20; Deut. 19:21). But
more than that, it was in stark contrast to the sometimes
vicious penalties extracted under other law codes in Moses’
day. So an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth was a
control over the possibility of almost unrestrained retaliation.
The person wronged could not demand a penalty greater than
the degree of the offence. It was a principle of justice. But, as
we have seen with the other illustrations given by Jesus, the
truth of the law was often perverted by the legalist. Micah
had said, He has showed you, O man, what is good; and
what does the LORD require of you but to do justice and
to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God
(Micah 6:8). The legalist had no problem with ‘justice’—that
could be extracted with the same degree of venom as the
original law was meant to restrict. But the love of kindness
was readily forgotten.

The three illustrations which Jesus gave about being struck
on the cheek, being sued or impressed for service, point out
this other side of the law. The real truth of the kingdom is
that there is no real need even to insist on justice. Yes, the
provision for making the punishment fit the crime was there.
But that did mean that the provision must be used. It was,
after all, meant to be the maximum that could be demanded.
Indeed, Jesus had already said, blessed are the merciful, but
the truth of mercy and kindness ought not only be seen when
the offender is in the position of defendant. That mercy and
kindness are to be seen at the point of the offence! There is
really no point in standing up for your rights or guarding
your possessions to the point where those in genuine need
are excluded. You are people of the kingdom and as such are
under the good hand of God. He will execute justice on
behalf of his people and provide for their needs (see 6:24—
34).
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YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOUR
Matthew 5:43-48

The final illustration was that of the contemporary attitude
towards non-Jews. It was right to love your neighbour,
while your neighbour could be defined as a fellow Israelite
(cf. Luke 10:29-37, the parable of the good Samaritan,
which was to the Jew a contradiction in terms). But to love
your neighbour and hate your enemy was to deny one’s place
in the kingdom, for it was to contradict the truth of the
character of God. To be sons of your father (see pp. 11-12)
is to be like the father. Indeed the phrase ‘son(s) of” was, in
Jewish idiom, another way of saying ‘having the same char-
acter as’ (cf. John 17:12; Eph. 5:6). And the Father shows no
partially (Acts 10:34). The point is that, in the kingdom,
You...must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is
perfect.
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What, Then,
Is True Piety?

TRUE PIETY
Matthew 6:1

Again, Jesus’ discussion of the true piety of the kingdom is
set against the false piety of the scribes and the Pharisees,
whom he quite bluntly calls ‘hypocrites’. True piety, unlike
that of the hypocrites, is not practiced before men in order
to be seen by them. On the contrary, it is done before your
Father who is in heaven (6:1).

It is at this point that the true nature of the kingdom is
to be expounded. Up to this point there have been hints, and
we have observed them (see pp. 11-12), but now Jesus makes
the subject inescapably clear: the supreme King of the king-
dom is the Father. ‘Father’ is not simply a synonym for God.
Father is the being of God and all the details of piety which
are given in this chapter can only be fully understood when
this is realised. It means that true kingdom living can only be
known by sons and daughters. If we recall the reaction, in
John 5:17-18, to Jesus’ claim to sonship, then we will realise
how revolutionary this whole subject was to the ears of the
Pharisees. They had reduced God to the position of lawgiver,
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and so they could maintain their relationship with him with
little difficulty. But that God is Father means that nothing
less than filial devotion can ever satisfy the law’s demands.
That is why Jesus said that those who practice their piety
before men, so as to be seen by them (cf. Matt. 23:1-12),
will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven.

This perspective is illustrated from a number of angles.
The first is that of almsgiving.

WHEN YOU GIVE ALMS...
Matthew 6:2—4

In Mark 12:41-44, the story is given of the woman who gave
her ‘mite’ to the work of the Temple. She was in contrast to
those who made a great show of their giving, but who, in
reality, were only giving the bare minimum of what was
required.

There is no evidence that the Pharisees ever used trumpets
to announce their presence in the synagogues or in the
streets, but the implication is clear. By their ostentatious
performances before the people around them, they were as
trumpeters (who were used to gather the crowds together in
civic occasions). Those who want that sort of recognition have
all the reward they desire.

The people of the kingdom, on the other hand, are con-
cerned only for the blessing that comes from God. They will
be careful lest they too become seduced by public acclaim,
and so they do not even let their left hand know what their
right hand is doing. Their almsgiving is in secret because the
Father sees in secret. They do not need to draw God’s atten-
tion to what they are doing. He is the Father and he knows;
that is sufficient.
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WHEN YOU PRAY ...
Matthew 6:5-15

The same is true in the whole area of prayer. The hypocrite
would make great show of praying in public, whether in the
synagogue or even in the street if the hour of prayer found
him absent from the synagogue or Temple. But the point for
them was, again, that they loved the praise of men rather
than the praise of God. So in being recognised as great men
by the rest of the population (and it was the Pharisees who
were the party of ‘the people’) they had their reward. But if it
is the Father to whom you are praying then there is no need
to court the approval of men. Secret prayer, like secret giv-
ing, is effective. The Father hears; that is sufficient.

The principle is extended by the mention of heap[ing] up
empty phrases as the Gentiles do. Clearly, this practice of
trying to wear God down by the volume of words was not
unique to the Gentiles. The Jews often prayed the same way.
But to do so was to act as if one was not a member of the
people of God.

However, the scriptures had on occasions mentioned per-
sistence in prayer, in particular with reference to the restora-
tion of the kingdom, as in Isaiah 62:6b—7, You who put the
LORD in remembrance, take no rest, and give him no rest
until he establishes Jerusalem and makes it a praise in
the earth. But such persistence is a far cry from the empty
repetition which is in mind here. The one is a deep concern
for the things of the kingdom; the other assumes that God
accepts men and women on the basis of the quality of their
praying. The more you pray, the more you get. But that, said
Jesus, was a total failure to understand the nature of God. He
is the Father, and he knows what you need before you ask.
He needs no convincing; what is required is that the prayer
be the prayer of sons whose chief concern is for the things of
the kingdom.
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That is why Jesus proceeded to state the real issues of
prayer, in what we have come to know as the Lord’s Prayer
(and often reduced to the level of the type of praying which
it was given to counter). This prayer was not given to be
recited but in order that the disciples may understand the
issues of the kingdom as it effected their praying. Pray then
like this:

Our Father in heaven,

hallowed be your Name,

your kingdom come,

your will be done

on earth as in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins

as we forgive those who sin against us.
Lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from evil.!

These are the issues of prayer when the kingdom is the
focus.

The holiness of the Father’s name is of paramount import-
ance. Ezekiel 36:16-38 makes it clear that the vindication of
the holiness of God’s great name will be the point when the
kingdom is restored in the lives of the people of God. Hence
the next petition, ‘your kingdom come’. Ezekiel had said that
the restoration of the kingdom would be the point where the
rebellious would be changed into men and women whose
nature was to be obedient (Ezek. 36:27; cf. Jer. 31:31-34).
Consequently, the concern is that the Father’s will be done
on earth as it is in heaven.

U As in An Australian Prayer Book, A1O Press, Sydney, 1978, p. 21.
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Those who live in that expectation of the kingdom can,
then, with confidence expect that their daily needs will be
met from the Father’s resources. This is to be the subject of
the discussion later in 6:25ff., however, that expectation is
for those who are living under the provisions of the kingdom.

Again, the prophets had foretold that forgiveness would
be the mark of the people of God in the restored kingdom
(see Jer. 31:34; 50:20; Ezek. 36:25; Mic. 7:18-19). As we
saw in the beatitudes, mercy can be experienced only by the
merciful. So here, forgiveness is for those who are willing
that forgiveness should be extended to others besides them-
selves. They will demonstrate that by the fact that they do
not hold the guilt of others against them. If there is no sin
found in Judah because it has all been pardoned (Jer. 50:20),
then the people of God will refuse to impose it upon others
when God has removed it. Not to live that way would be
to put oneself outside the sphere of the forgiveness of the
Father (6:14-15).

The final clause in the prayer, lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil, has caused no little discussion over
the years. It is not possible here to canvass the range of sug-
gestions which have been given, nor would it be particularly
profitable. Suffice to say that this final clause is the recogni-
tion that the people of the kingdom do not stand firm in their
own strength. If they are righteous and so without sin
through forgiveness, it is because, in the kingdom, The LORD
is our righteousness (Jer. 33:14-16). If this is so, then the
people of the kingdom will remain deeply conscious of their
continuing frailty apart from the sustaining power of God.
Consequently they must cry, lead us not into temptation, But
deliver us from evil (or it could be, from the evil one, though
the implication would be the same). These are the issues of
prayer in the kingdom.

ook sk skoskosk sk
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WHEN YOU FAST ...
Matthew 6:16-18

Associated with prayer was the practice of fasting. It
was intended to be a discipline imposed on the body in order
that prayer may be unhindered and uninterrupted. Of course,
since it related to prayer, it ought to have the same quality as
prayer, namely it ought to be in secret, between you and the
Father. The Jews had, as have others since, removed fasting
from the realm of prayer and given it an independent signifi-
cance. There were now fixed days of fasting (see Luke 18:
12). The early church was not immune from this attitude
either. In order that the church should not fast as the hypo-
crites do, an early document of the church, The Didache, said
‘Let not your fasts be with the hypocrites, for they fast on
Mondays and Thursdays, but do you fast on Wednesdays and
Fridays’ (Did.8:1). But this attitude towards fasting is hypo-
critical inasmuch as it was done as much for the sake of
public recognition as anything else. So Jesus, far from laying
down rules for fasting, made it clear that fasting is between
the person praying and the Father, and should remain that
way.

SEEK FIRST HIS KINGDOM
Matthew 6:19-34

The final section of chapter 6 deals with the attitude
towards money. Men and women of the kingdom, who are
devoted to the issues of the kingdom, cannot allow them-
selves to be snared by the love of money. Their security does
not lie in material possessions. That does not imply that they
ought to have none; rather it was saying that if they had
material possessions they ought to live as if they had none.
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Material possessions are deceptive. What looks like
security is, in reality, open to the depredations of moth and
rust and thief. But the treasures of the kingdom of heaven do
not suffer the same uncertainty. Later, Peter spoke of the
treasures of the kingdom as imperishable, undefiled, and
unfading, kept in heaven for you (1 Pet. 1:4).

But there is another reason why earthly treasures ought
not to be a priority. The truth is that where your treasure is,
there will your heart be also. This is expanded in 6:24, with
the observation that if your treasure is on earth, you cannot
serve God. It is just not possible. No one can serve two
masters—you cannot serve God and money. Let there be no
mistake, if your treasure is on earth, you will serve it!

The tragedy is that the man or woman who is seduced by
the love of money may stoutly reject the suggestion. This is
what lies behind the statement of Jesus concerning the eye as
the lamp of the body (6:22-23). While the eye is sound,
your whole body will be full of light, that is, you will see
the things of the kingdom clearly. On the other hand, if your
eye is not sound, your whole body will be full of darkness.
But the great deception is that men and women will claim
that they can see when, in fact, they have been seduced by
the love of money and so the light in you [them] is dark-
ness. When that happens the darkness is doubly tragic for it
will be accompanied by the refusal to see that it is so.

While laying up treasure for oneself on earth is fraught
with tension and uncertainty, there is a beautiful liberty in
the kingdom. Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about
your life, what you shall eat or what you shall drink, nor
about your body, what you shall put on (6:25). Anxiety is
the mark of one who lives outside the kingdom (6:32).
Instead, look at the birds of the air and see the care and
provision which your heavenly Father gives them. God is the
Father, and creation is constantly being supplied from the
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riches of his fatherhood. So anxiety can change nothing
(6:27). It is simply the result of little faith (6:30) in the
Father of the kingdom. So seek first his kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things shall be yours as well.
True piety lies not in public observance of religious duties. It
lies in the humble, quiet submission of sons and daughter to
the Father, which knows the power of the kingdom in every
aspect of life, even to the provision of daily needs. So do not
be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious
for itself. Let the day’s own trouble be sufficient for the
day (6:34). Worry is always related to the unknown, the
‘what will happen if . . .?” In itself worry is damaging because
the Father has committed himself to the care of his children.
It must be stressed that this type of discussion has nothing
to do at all with the stewardship of those things which the
Father has provided. Jesus’ concern here is to point out true
piety, true kingdom living, over against the pseudo kingdom
living, which abounded at that time, and which still abounds.
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JUDGE NOT
Matthew 7:1-6

How should those who live in the kingdom regard those who
do not (or, more precisely, those who do not submit to the
kingdom)? Although many commentators regard 7:1-12 as
having no unifying theme, these verses are intended to
answer this question.

The first section deals with the temptation to judge others.
Judge not, that you be not judged. As we will see, Jesus
is not saying that there should not be discernment of the con-
dition of others. What he is saying is that discerning their
condition does not mean that one may then stand in the place
of God. The person who judges does so against his own stand-
ard. But if he understood the corruption of his own heart he
would not dare to do so. Only he who is without sin may
judge. The one who self-righteously declares others con-
demned will find that God puts his presumed righteousness
under the same scrutiny. On the contrary, instead of judging
the weaknesses of others, the people of the kingdom ought to
see that they have vast faults themselves, which, were God
not merciful (Matt. 5:7), would certainly result in their just
condemnation. Without doubt others are sinful, but the people
of the kingdom dare not presume that they themselves no
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longer stand in need of mercy and forgiveness. Only when
they see the vastness of mercy shown to themselves, can they
see others clearly (cf. 2 Cor. 5:15-16).

As we have said, that does not mean that the people of
the kingdom should simply regard every one as equal, as if
the issues of the kingdom made no difference. There is, for
example, a school of thought today which regards every one
as being part of ‘the brotherhood of man’, so that to introduce
the issues of the kingdom is seen as judging others. But there
are distinctions, and while the man of the kingdom does not
stand in the place of God, he does know the truth of God.
Jesus actually categorises those who reject the kingdom as
dogs and swine, two animals which the Jews regarded as
unclean, though it is one group which is in mind. The dis-
ciples should not treat the truths of the kingdom lightly; the
truths of the kingdom are holy, they are like pearls. If the
dogs and swine reject the kingdom and treat it with contempt
when it is preached to them, the disciples should not con-
tinue to present them with further opportunity to indulge
their unclean natures.

ASK, SEEK, KNOCK
Matthew 7:7-12

These verses concern prayer, and some have suggested that
they belong after Matthew 6:15. But they are in their present
place for a purpose. The disciples are reminded that they have
only to: Ask and it will be given you; seek, and you will
find; knock, and it will be opened to you. God is not
miserly. He gives freely to such as come to him. Does not
any human father treat his children with care? So then, If
you ... who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will your Father who is in
heaven give good things to those who ask him. The
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disciples are to see themselves as the recipients of the highest
privilege. They have access to the father who is incredibly
generous to his children. He actually does not treat them as
evil, in spite of what they know of their own hearts. Now if
God is so generous with them, how could they not be simi-
larly generous with others?

The language used by Jesus in verse 12 seems to be the
reversal of the saying of the Jewish rabbi, Hillel, who said,
‘What is hateful to thyself, do not to thy neighbour; for this
is the whole law, and all else is its exposition’. Lenski calls
this ‘no more than the voice of selfishness ... the egoism
which withholds injury lest it suffer injury in return’.! If God
is so generous with us, what is to stop us from being equally
generous with others? Whatever you wish that men would
do to you, do so to them. Actually, this is the law and the
prophets.

Again, we see that Jesus is not introducing some new
teaching to supersede the teaching of the Old Testament. He
is rather giving an exposition of the truth of the kingdom, the
truth which was always there in the scriptures, but which had
been perverted and distorted by the religious teachers. Even
the fatherhood of God was there in the scriptures; it may not
have been prominent, but it was most certainly not hidden. If
there is a difference, it is that now, in him, the truth of the
kingdom is present and active and liberating.

BEWARE OF FALSE TEACHING
Matthew 7:13-23

It is against the distortions of the Pharisees and their scribes
that Jesus issues the warning, Enter by the narrow gate;

' Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, p. 295.
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for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the
gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life, and
those who find it are few. Make no mistake, the rigorous
attitude towards the law which the Pharisees seem to have is,
in reality, the soft option to the full truth of the kingdom.
Legalism is the bottom line of obedience, if it is obedience at
all. So Jesus is warning the disciples not to miss life by
opting for the easy way out by doing the minimum which the
law seems to require. It must be remembered that, unless
your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and
Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

Nor are the Pharisees simple misguided souls who mean
well. On the contrary, they are false prophets, who come to
you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous
wolves. In other words, what they say seems to be an
exposition of the law, but, in fact, it is nothing of the sort.
True prophets are not afraid of the full implications of the
law, but these people, in order to avoid being seen in their
true hypocritical colours, must deliberately win others over
to their position so as to appear right. A reading of Matthew
23 will show how Jesus regarded them. In 23:23-24, he said,
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you
tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the
weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith;
these you ought to have done, without neglecting the
others. You blind guides, straining out a gnat and
swallowing a camel!

But how can you tell whether someone is a false prophet
or not? The answer is no different now to what it was when
Moses wrote, in Deuteronomy 13:1-3, If a prophet arises
among you, or a dreamer of dreams, and gives you a sign
or a wonder, and the sign or wonder which he tells you
comes to pass, and if he says, ‘Let us go after other gods,’
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which you have not known, ‘and let us serve them,’ you
shall not listen to the words of that prophet. It is quite
irrelevant whether or not the speaker is able to work signs
and wonders, as many in Israel claimed to do and some did
(cf. Matt. 12:27). What is important is that the true prophet
will never offer an alternative to the truth of the kingdom of
God. He will never minimise the demand for faithfulness to
the covenant. So, You will know them by their fruits
(7:16). If they teach what is contrary to the full exposition of
the law, do not believe them. And do not be beguiled by their
apparent holy living. It is not genuine and will not save them
from judgement.

But it is not only those who are publicly associated with
the Pharisees who are in this situation. Even those who seem
to have found in Jesus the answer to Israel’s problems ought
not to presume that by calling him, ‘Lord, Lord’, they will
enter the kingdom of heaven. The issues of the kingdom
cannot be bypassed like that—they cannot be bypassed at all.
The one who will enter the kingdom is the one who does the
will of my Father who is in heaven. This is the first
occasion on which Jesus has directly called God ‘my Father’.
However, recalling the events of his baptism and temptation,
we can easily see that the language is quite natural and
appropriate. Furthermore, it means that to follow Jesus and
to truly call him ‘Lord’ is to do the will of the Father. Jesus
is the king of the kingdom and it is the Father who has sent
him. You cannot have one and not the other.

But some will say: ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in
your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do
many mighty works in your name?’ And then I will
declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me you
evildoers’ (7:22-23). As we saw, there were some in Israel
who had cast out demons (Matt. 12:27) and some would no
doubt do so ‘in Jesus’ name’ (cf. Acts 19:13). But it was not
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that which would give them security on the day. Only
absolute righteousness could ever assure them of that. The
kingdom of God would admit no other.

EVERYONE WHO HEARS
Matthew 7:24-29

The conclusion of the Sermon is not merely a restatement of
the demand for obedience to the full demands of the law.
Jesus goes further and declares that entering the kingdom
relates to obedience to these words of mine. This is more
than a reference to hearing what he had been saying in this
particular address. It is to hear him and so hear the truth of
the kingdom (cf. Matt. 4:17, 23). In 5:18 he said that till
heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will
pass from the law until all is accomplished. In Matthew
24:35, he said, Heaven and earth will pass away, but my
words will not pass away.

The law is not finished. It is present in fresh vitality in the
words of Jesus (cf. John 6:63, the words that I have spoken
to you are spirit and life). The law is the truth of the king-
dom and that truth is now being declared by Jesus. The law as
expounded by the Pharisees was but a pale reflection of the
truth, since they had virtually eviscerated it. For the man or
women of the kingdom, the law was a delight, for it revealed
the character of God; for the legalist it was a hindrance to the
vision of God, its demands were a constant barrier.

So now, it is the person who hears the words of Jesus and
does them who is secure. He will be like a wise man who
built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell, and the
floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that
house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on
the rock. We may possibly ask whether the use of the word
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‘house’ was intended to be no more than an illustration of a
building project, or whether also it had some possible
reference to the house of Israel (Isa. 5:7; Jer. 2:26; Ezek.
37:11 for example). If so, then Jesus is saying that the whole
future of Israel as the people of God depends upon its
acceptance of and obedience to Ais word. He is the king, and
his proclamation of the kingdom was the declaration of the
role which the Father had given him for his people.

The Sermon on the Mount is not a treatise on Christian
ethics. Certainly, we may draw ethical principles from it, but
that was never the its purpose. Instead, the Sermon on the
Mount stands as an exposition of the nature of the kingdom
of God and those who live in the kingdom. As such, it places
the law in the position of supreme authority, because the
intention was that the people of the kingdom should be
perfect, as their heavenly Father is perfect. The law is the
declaration of the character of God.

But there is one element to the kingdom which the Sermon
on the Mount does not deal with, and that is: How can those
who fall far short of the demands of the law ever know the
righteousness which exceeds that of the scribes and Phari-
sees? For the answer to that we must recall that when John
protested about baptising Jesus, Jesus replied: Let it be so
now; for thus it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness
(Matt. 3:15). Those who are to know the true righteousness of
the kingdom will need to see that the full demands of the law
have been fulfilled for them. The commissioning of Jesus as
Messiah at his baptism, his commissioning as king, was with
a view to his sav[ing] his people from their sins (Matt. 1:21).
So if the Sermon on the Mount tells us that living in the
kingdom is living in true righteousness, it will be the word of
the cross which will liberate men and women into the
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom.
14:17) which the kingdom of God is.

36





