The Sermon On The Mount

The Context: Matthew, History & Jewish Culture

The Sermon on the Mount

The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew chapters 5 through 7) is one of the most written about, and talked about passages in all of Scripture.  What has become known as the Lord’s Prayer, from the Sermon on the Mount is recited in unison at least weekly in many church services worldwide.  

In baffling contrast, the Sermon on the Mount is also one of the most misunderstood passages in all of Scripture.  Whole denominations set aside principle teachings within it, even as they recite other parts of it with great regularity.  The greatest source of these common misunderstandings is a lack of recognition of the context of the Sermon on the Mount, as well as lacking a consistent view of its contents.  For the next two Sundays we will examine both of these - context & content – before we set out our approach.

Are you ready?  OK.  Let’s walk through this together.  Then we’ll see the grand panorama of what our Lord intended to convey, and to whom, on that mount overlooking the Sea of Galilee (aka Lake Kinneret), almost 2000 years ago.

The Gospel of Matthew

	Gospel Name & Author
	Matthew
	Mark
	Luke 
	John

	Addressed to
	Jews
	Romans
	Greeks
	All


The ‘target audience’ of each of the gospels in the table above is judged not from a direct statement in each gospel but by comparison of the content of each of the gospels with the cultures of the time.  Matthew (Hebrew: Mattityahu Levi) was a Jew (as were all of Christ’s disciples), who had taken on the despised role of tax collector for the Romans, until our Lord called Him as a disciple.        

Setting a date for the gospel of Matthew is not as direct as arriving at a date for, say, Paul’s letters, or Acts, but the available evidence points to Matthew likely having written his gospel in the 40-55 AD timeframe.  The 40 AD end of the range would mean that Matthew wrote the gospel about a decade after Christ ascended.  

The Historical Background

The gospel of Matthew portrays events surrounding Christ’s birth until the time just before Christ ascended (about 5BC to 30 AD).  The Jews had been under Roman rule (with a brief exception in 40 BC) since 63 BC.  Within that timeframe, the Sermon on the Mount appears to have been given in the winter of 28 AD, or just over two years before Christ’s crucifixion, burial, resurrection & ascension.  The Sermon on the Mount was given within the first year of Christ’s three year earthly ministry.        

The Cultural Background

The Jewish culture in Israel at the time that Jesus’ ministry began was certainly diverse, but that does not mean that we cannot make clear statements about it.  There was a prominent expectation among the Jews, centered in the thinking of the Pharisees, that ‘Messiah ben David’ would come.  Messiah ben David would drive out the Romans, of course, and establish David’s throne and kingdom, reigning from Jerusalem over Israel and the whole earth for a long, long time.  There was a variety of views as to how the reign of the Messiah would come about, ranging from seeking to get all of Israel to follow the Law, to getting all the uncircumcised Gentiles out of Israel, to varying degrees of covert resistance and even violent overthrow of the Romans.  The prominent view among the Jews was that being of Jewish descent was sufficient to be ‘saved’, which was ultimately looked upon as entering the kingdom of the Messiah.    

Some of the religious and political influences in Israel at that time included:

· Pharisees - the Jewish religious heroes, serving as missionaries for Judaism 

· Sadducees - centered around Jerusalem & especially the temple activity

· Essenes - more secluded, & likely the source of the Dead Sea Scrolls

· Scribes – writers by occupation, but often connected with the Pharisees

· Zealots - covertly resisting Roman rule; this group grew over the next few decades

· Sacarii - terrorists against Roman rule; this group grew over the next few decades

· Herodians - supporters of the Herod family rule

· Samaritans – mixed populations of Jews & Gentiles from the centuries before when the Assyrians had relocated the Jews of the northern kingdom and placed Gentiles in the same area where the Jews had been.

The first three groups listed above would have rabbis (teachers), and would follow the traditional rules for rabbinical systems.  One would not think of being a rabbi without first being a disciple under a rabbi for some years.  Jesus lived and taught quite differently from the rabbinical tradition, in that He taught with clear and astonishing authority, and was even called ‘rabbi’, though He had never studied under a rabbi Himself.  But many of these rabbis would leave a remaining tension in their ‘teaching’, and quote others as authorities.  This was especially true of the scribes, who majored more in their ability to write than in speaking with authority.  The combination of Jesus’ lack of rabbinical training and His speaking authoritatively from the Old Testament and His tendency not to quote others was a frequent point of astonishment and amazement. 

Matthew 7:28-29 (NASU)

When Jesus had finished these words, the crowds were amazed at His teaching; 29 for He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as their scribes.

Jesus’ ministry was carried out primarily in northern Israel, in the area around, and even on, the Sea of Galilee.  Though there were cities and towns in the area around the Sea of Galilee, agriculture and secondarily fishing were the primary industries of the region.  The Galilee region was a food exporter to places like Tyre and Sidon along the coast.  There were Roman soldiers in the area sufficient to maintain Roman control and taxation of the majority Jewish population, as well as some Greek speaking peoples. 

What is the ‘Big Picture’ of Matthew’s gospel?

Matthew, though he wrote in Greek
, directed his gospel to the Jews.  He built his gospel around five major discourses (aka sermons), of which the Sermon on the Mount was the first.  Each of the five major discourses was ended with nearly the same words:

Matthew 7:28a (NASU; after the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5-7)

When Jesus had finished these words, 

Matthew 11:1a (NASU; after instructions to the twelve, who were sent out two by two)

When Jesus had finished giving instructions 

Matthew 13:53a (NASU; after the eight parables centering on the kingdom of heaven)

When Jesus had finished these parables,

Matthew 19:1a (NASU; teachings about living until & entry into the kingdom of heaven)

When Jesus had finished these words, 

Matthew 26:1a (NASU; the Olivet discourse & parables)

When Jesus had finished all these words, 

The introduction of each of these five discourses was more varied, but tended to follow along lines similar to the words that introduced the Sermon on the Mount (verse 2):

Matthew 5:1-2 (NASU)

When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after He sat down, His disciples came to Him. 2 He opened His mouth and began to teach them, saying, 

Before, between, and after each of these five major discourses were narrative historical accounts, often reported in distinct number patterns, and containing historical narrative, along with sections of dialog or discourse.  Once Jesus began his ministry, the historical narrative portion of Matthew’s gospel often included Jesus’ travels and description of His miracles.

Matthew’s gospel is all about the King and the kingdom

The earlier chapters of Matthew introduce Jesus, the King of the Jews, along with His heavenly-appointed introducer, John the Baptist.  Both John the Baptist and Jesus the King had a message in common.  Let’s take a look at why what they said in common between them was such a shocking proclamation for the Jews to hear!         

Matthew 3:1-2 (NASU)

Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, saying, 2 "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."

Matthew 4:17 (NASU) 

From that time Jesus began to preach and say,                                                                    "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."

What was shocking for the Jews to hear, and we will see presented repeatedly in the Sermon on the Mount, and many times afterward was that entering the kingdom of heaven was not guaranteed just because a person happened to be born a Jew.

Matthew introduced and presented Christ as the King of the Jews in a number of ways,    a few of which are:

· Born of the line of David, in fulfillment of prophecy (Matthew ch. 1):

· Born King of the Jews, as recognized by the Magi (Matthew ch. 2)

· John announces the coming King and His kingdom (Matthew ch. 3)

· The King begins to announce and offer the kingdom (Mathew ch. 4)

· Jerusalem is the city of the Great King (Matthew 5: 32, from Psalm 48:2c)

· Parables about what the King will say about entry into the Kingdom (Matthew ch. 25)

· Jesus admits to being King of the Jews to Pilate and Jesus is mockingly declared to be or taunted as “King of the Jews” (Matthew ch. 27)

The key point in viewing the gospel of Matthew is that Jesus was offering the kingdom to the Jews by offering the King to the Jews (Himself) as the pivotal issue.

John and Jesus were both announcing the coming kingdom and every Jew had to decide whether they would accept or reject the King.  That a Jew could accept Christ as King over the coming kingdom, and thereby enter the Kingdom and enjoy all of its great benefits, was what Jesus announced as “the gospel of the Kingdom”. 

Matthew 4:23 (NASU: just before the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people. 

Matthew 9:35 (NASU; after the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going through all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness. 

This message was specifically conveyed to the Jews alone:

Matthew 10:5-7 (NASU)

These twelve Jesus sent out after instructing them: "Do not go in the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans; 6 but rather go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel
.  7 "And as you go, preach, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.' 

Matthew 15:24 (NASU)

But He answered and said, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel."

Jesus was offering Himself to the Jews as the King of the Jews, as the deciding question as to whether a Jew will enter the coming kingdom.  If the Jews had largely accepted Him as their Messiah and King, there would still have been the crucifixion, burial, and the resurrection, the ascension, and the seven year Tribulation, ending with Christ’s second coming, in fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies.

Brace yourself for this next statement:

But if the Jews had largely accepted Christ as their Messiah and King, there would not have been the body of believers known as ‘the Church’, nor the books from Acts to Revelation as we have them, nor the Rapture of the Church, nor the gospel of grace.  Even the gospels would each have been written differently.  These were all added because the Jews largely rejected Christ as their King and Messiah.

Romans 11:11-12 (NASU; see also Ephesians 3:1-10)

I say then, they [Israel] did not stumble so as to fall [permanently], did they? May it never be! But by their transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous. 12 Now if their transgression is riches for the world and their failure is riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their fulfillment be! 

The gospel of the kingdom, preached by Christ during His first coming, will be preached again during the coming Tribulation period, not only to the Jews, but also to the Gentiles (aka ‘nations’; Greek: ethnos), and then Christ will return to establish His kingdom:

Matthew 24:14 (NASU)

"This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all the nations, and then the end will come."

One more thing: “the kingdom”

There are places in Scripture that speak of God as the sovereign King over all of His creation (such as Psalm 103:19).  However, the references to ‘the kingdom’, ‘the kingdom of God’, ‘the kingdom of heaven’, ‘His kingdom’, ‘Christ’s kingdom’, etc. in the gospels and in Acts are in reference to the coming reign of Christ as King of the Jews, from Jerusalem, over all the nations of the earth.  Revelation chapter 20 further reveals that this kingdom will continue on this earth for 1000 years (aka ‘Millennial Kingdom’).

What John the Baptist, Jesus who is the Christ (Messiah), and His disciples were all continuing to declare to the Jews, as described throughout most of the gospel of Matthew, were the conditions of heart and life required for entry of Jews into the kingdom.  Only later and in smaller degree were conditions of entry of Gentiles into the kingdom addressed at all, and it will depend upon how they treat the Jews (such as Matthew 26:31-46; see Genesis 12:3).  The Church will be in the coming kingdom, resurrected and co-reigning with Christ, of His household, and as His bride, but the Church is not the kingdom, nor are those who believe the gospel of grace immediately entering the kingdom, nor is Christ the King over the church, nor do we in the Church proclaim the gospel of the kingdom.  We are not under the Principle of Law, as the kingdom will be, but are under the Principle of Grace.    

Supplement:

Why ‘kingdom of heaven’ & ‘kingdom of God’ are taken as synonyms

The ‘kingdom of heaven’ is taken as synonymous with the ‘kingdom of God’, with both terms referring to the literal, earthly Millennial Kingdom as described above.  Though some hold that these terms have different meanings (see footnote 3, next page), the reasons for reaching the conclusion that these terms are synonymous are:

· The Jews commonly replaced the words for ‘God’ with the word ‘heaven’ (Hebrew: shamayim) as a widely understood means for the Jews to avoid taking the name of God in vain, which was seen as having very serious consequences (Exodus 20:7).  This would explain why only the gospel of Matthew, directed to the Jews, would use the term ‘kingdom of heaven’.  The other gospels did not use that term at all.       

· Matthew used the term the ‘kingdom of heaven’ almost exclusively, rather than the ‘kingdom of God’, because he was directing his gospel to a Jewish audience, who would be quite reluctant to speak the name of God.  Luke uses ‘kingdom of God’ for the parallel passages, since his primary audience would not hold to the same cautions about speaking the name of God.  Whenever Matthew uses ‘the kingdom of God’, instead of ‘the kingdom of heaven’, which he does only four times, it appears in context to be for a deliberate emphasis on the divine character and origin of the Millennial Kingdom.  Compare these similar passages, which seem to use both terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’) interchangeably in the same context.

Matthew 5:3 (NASU)

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Luke 6:20 (NASU)

Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 

Matthew 10:5-7 (NASU)

These twelve Jesus sent out after instructing them:… 7 "And as you go, preach, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.'

Luke 9:1-2 (NASU)

And He called the twelve together,… 2 And He sent them out to proclaim                             the kingdom of God… 

Matthew 19:14

But Jesus said, " Let the children alone, and do not hinder them from coming to Me;     for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these."

Mark 10:14

But when Jesus saw this, He was indignant and said to them, "Permit the children to come to Me; do not hinder them; for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. 

· There is nothing in Jewish literature of the day, or in Christ’s conversations with the disciples that indicates that they or any of the Jews understood a difference in the terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’).  Both Jesus and the disciples at times used shortened references to ‘the kingdom’, without distinguishing between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of heaven.  This would imply that it was simply not necessary to clarify which ‘kingdom’ was meant because there was no significantly understood difference to have to clarify. 

Matthew 4:23 (NASU: just before the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people. 

Matthew 9:35 (NASU; after the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going through all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness. 

Acts 1:6 (NASU)

So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, "Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?".

· The differences which are often claimed between the two terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’) are difficult to derive from the text of Scripture
.  There is no place that explains any difference between the two terms.  In some contexts at the end of Matthew, the much less commonly used term ‘kingdom of God’ seems have been chosen to emphasize the divine origin of the kingdom.

· The parables in Matthew 13, often the major passage claimed to support a difference in the two terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’), contain references to evil people (darnel, bad fish) as well as righteous ones in the same parable with regard to entrance into the kingdom, not the continuing of both within the kingdom
.

What about the references to the “church” in Matthew 16 & 18?

The events recorded by Matthew in chapter 14-18 took place about a year before Christ’s crucifixion, burial, resurrection and ascension.  Two passages within that section of Matthew have been traditionally translated to include the word ‘church’:

Matthew 16:13-20 (NASU)

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, He was asking His disciples, "Who do people say that the Son of Man is?"  14 And they said, "Some say John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; but still others, Jeremiah, or one of the prophets." 15 He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?"  16 Simon Peter answered, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." 17 And Jesus said to him, "Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.  18 I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.  19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven."  20 Then He warned the disciples that they should tell no one that He was the Christ.

Matthew 18:15-18 (NASU)

"If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother. 16 But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed.  17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  18 Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven. "  

The Greek word for “church” is ekklesia.  What may come as a surprise to some is that the word ekklesia occurs about as many times in the Greek Old Testament as it does in the New Testament.  In the Greek Old Testament the word most commonly refers to an assembly of Jews (as it does in Acts 7:38, referring to the Jews in the wilderness), but never to the Body of Christ.  In the New Testament the word ekklesia most commonly refers to the Body of Christ, either as the entire Body of Christ or as a local body.

The three places where the word ekklesia is translated ‘church’ in Matthew, as shown in the passages above, were at a time when the disciples would not have understood the word to mean the Body of Christ, but would have understood the word to mean ‘the gathering of Jews believing in Christ as the Messiah and anticipating His coming kingdom’.  Both contexts of the passages given above are in regards to the coming kingdom of heaven, which is the reign of Christ, the Messiah of the house of David, over all the nations of the earth, from Jerusalem.  Even a year after the events of the above passages, when Christ was about to ascend to heaven, the disciples did not seem to understand that the church was about to begin, but were instead asking:

Acts 1:6 (NASU)

So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, "Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?"

� A few scholars contend that Matthew wrote his gospel originally in Hebrew or Aramaic.


� Jeremiah 50:6-7 (NASU), “My people have become lost sheep; their shepherds have led them astray. They have made them turn aside on the mountains; they have gone along from mountain to hill and have forgotten their resting place.”


� Such as is claimed in Major Bible Themes, pages 351-352.  See last bullet above and footnote 4 below.


� A further simplification of terms and avoidance of confusion results from dropping the use of the term ‘mystery form’ of the kingdom in reference to the parables in Matthew 13.  If ‘mystery’ is taken to have the same meaning as in Paul’s writings and in Job 12 and Daniel 2 (where the Greek Old Testament also has musterion, the same as in Paul’s writings), then God is consistently the revealer of mysteries in all of Scripture, rather than having a unique meaning just for the parables in Matthew 13, which, again, is not evident from the text of Scripture.  The Church is the Church and Israel is Israel, not to be confused.
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