Sermon on the Mount: Special topic

Tribulation or Millennium? 

Our study through this passage has made it quite clear that Jesus was not directly addressing the Church in this sermon.  However, there remains much confusion as to whether this sermon was directed towards conduct in the millennial kingdom or if this was applicable until the cross and will become applicable again when the great tribulation comes.  There are many views on this issue. However, if we look carefully at all of the facts it will become clear that the Lord intended direct application to His disciples during His earthly ministry as well as those living during the tribulation.

The Beatitudes

We know that Beatitudes are longer directly applicable even to the Jews who believe in Christ today as it is teaching the heart conditions of the ethnic Jew under the Principle of Law, looking to entrance into the millennium.  Jews who believe in this age are brought into the Church, which is a wholly distinct body from Israel (Ephesians 2:19-22), and saved completely by grace and dead to the principle of law in any form (Galatians 2:15-21).

The Beatitudes give guidance regarding the character of those anticipating entrance into the kingdom, and the character that God will bless.  There is, of course, great general application here for believers of all ages, however there are certain points of these verses that would make it especially fitting to the Jews who were then listening to Christ and for those living during the tribulation period:

Matthew 5:10-12 (NASU)

10 Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11 Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

These verses indicate that those who endure persecution and insult for the sake of the Lord Jesus will be blessed. This fits very well with life during Christ's earthly ministry, as Christ and those who followed Him were indeed persecuted.  This also very much fits the character of the tribulation due to the intense persecution that will be suffered by the Jews during that time at the hands of both government and individuals (Revelation 12 & 13).

Isaiah, writing about the millennial kingdom tells us in Isaiah 14:3-7:

3 And it will be in the day when the Lord gives you rest from your pain and turmoil and harsh service in which you have been enslaved, 4that you will take up this taunt against the king of Babylon, and say, "How the oppressor has ceased, [and how] fury has ceased! 5"The Lord has broken the staff of the wicked, the scepter of rulers 6which used to strike the peoples in fury with unceasing strokes, which subdued the nations in anger with unrestrained persecution. 7 "The whole earth is at rest [and] is quiet; they break forth into shouts of joy. 

During the millennium the Jewish people will not be in anywise persecuted. The reigning Messiah will not tolerate that behavior and the Old Testament prophets do not predict its presence in the kingdom.  So it would not make a great deal of sense for the Lord to address suffering and persecution in the context of the millennium. 

All about the Law

Much of Matthew chapter five deals with the Law.  In this chapter we saw that Jesus cleared up the confusion that surrounded the Law as a result of all of the additions and deviations that had been made by the Pharisees and other Jewish sects.  Jesus commits     a significant portion of chapter five to correcting the Jews’ teachings about murder, adultery, divorce, oaths, revenge and love for enemies by bringing His listeners back to the original Mosaic Law. This will be very profitable to anyone who is living during the tribulation period who will be even further separated chronologically and culturally from the Law than they were during the time of Christ. However, we are told regarding the Jews and the Law during the kingdom:

"They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, `Know the Lord ,'for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them," declares the Lord, "for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more. They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, `Know the Lord, for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them, declares the Lord, for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more." 







Jeremiah 31:33 (NASU)

So, if this is in reference to the millennial Law, would there be any reason for Christ to be correcting the misconceptions?  All of the Jews who live during the millennium will have the Law written on their hearts and will not need instruction on this.  However, during the tribulation there is no such promise made to the Jews, and thus clarification of the Law will be very valuable to them.

“The Lord's Prayer”

While our study of Matthew 6:5-14 made it clear that what is commonly called “the Lord's Prayer” is not actually appropriate for Christians of this age to pray, it is quite appropriate for the audience that the Lord delivered it to.  As we looked at it we found that the bulk of this prayer was in anticipation of the beginning of the kingdom of God. This is clearly evidenced throughout the prayer:

`Our Father who is in heaven, Hallowed be Your name.  

This term “hallowed be Your name” was a request that the Lord's name would be revered in all the earth. The Jews of this time knew that the time would come when this would be the case.  Christ encourages them to pray for this time, however it does not appear that the time has yet come.  The prayer is said from the perspective that it is yet future.

`Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

This is a very obvious plea for the millennial kingdom to begin on earth. That is the time in which the Lord's will shall be done, and there will be no opposing His will. (Psalm 2:4-12)

`Give us this day our daily bread.

This request for daily provision is something that also fits the time of Christ’s earthly ministry and the tribulation period very well.  We know from Revelation that there will be great famine and it will be difficult for many even to meet their daily needs of food and water (Revelation 6:5-8).  The millennial kingdom, however, will be characterized by abundance (Isaiah 30:23-26; Isaiah 62:8-9; Isaiah 65:21-23).

`And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors 

This verse implies that the forgiveness of the one praying is conditioned on whether or not the one praying forgives those who have done him wrong. This is very clearly Law, making it quite inappropriate for believers in the body of Christ. However, it will be very appropriate for the Jews in the tribulation as they will be under the Law, as the tribulation period is a return to the plan for the ages laid out in the Old Testament.  The timetable for the tribulation and the kingdom is currently on hold for this Church age, which Ephesians chapter 3 calls a mystery (something not revealed in the Old Testament but revealed after Christ's ascension and the beginning of the Church).

`And do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

This verse also has the character of the tribulation period.  We know that the Jews will be greatly persecuted during this time, as will all of the saints.  The temptation to succumb will be great. The temptation will be daily before them to just forget about the Lord, deny Him and “fit in” so that they can avoid the persecution they are receiving.  However, in the millennial kingdom we find that there will be no such evil to be delivered from, and the temptation to deny the Lord will no longer be there in any overt form.

It becomes clear as we look at this prayer that it is a prayer for the coming of the time of the messianic kingdom. It would seem a bit silly for these requests to be continually made once it has already come about.  However, this prayer will be real and fervent for those living in the time of the tribulation. They will be anxiously awaiting the time when things will be set to rights, and Jesus is on the throne in the Holy City.

The Gates and the Ways

In Matthew 7:13-14 Jesus talks about “gates and ways”.  The gate is obviously a doorway, and Jesus describes two of them: a narrow gate and a wide gate. Each of these gates have behind them a way. Respectively, the way that is narrow and the way that is broad. This is very obviously more “entry language” regarding the coming kingdom. It becomes apparent that the decision must be made which gate and way each individual will follow, and then walk for some duration before the millennial kingdom begins. Jesus advises (He himself being the narrow gate and the narrow way) that they take the narrow, singular way and walk the narrow singular road in the difficult times ahead. However, Christ also makes it clear that not many will choose that gate or that road. The clear implication is that anyone who does not choose the narrow road ends up on the broad one, and there will not be the option to switch gates at the last minute when Christ returns.

Watch out!

Jesus also warns the people about false prophets (Matthew 7:15-20). We know that in the Church age we need not be on guard against false prophets, in great part because the office of prophet is not currently active. We, on the other hand, are warned against false teachers (2 Peter 2:1-4). In the tribulation period, however, we will find that there will once again be false Christs and false prophets (Matthew 24:24), including the false prophet who will be a part of “the Unholy Trinity” that will consist of Satan, the Antichrist, and the False Prophet (Revelation 13:11-18).  This will be a very real warning for the people living in the tribulation period.

During the millennial kingdom, however, being a false prophet will be a fatal and short-lived endeavor. We find multiple references to evildoers, liars and rebellious people being dealt with swiftly and powerfully.  Pentecost writes in “Things to Come”: “Any overt act against the authority of the King will be punished with physical death. It seems as though sufficient enablement is given to the saints through the fullness of the Spirit, the universality of the of the knowledge of the Lord, the removal of Satan, and the manifestation of the King's presence to restrain them from any sin.” Isaiah 29:17-21 (NASU) tells us:

17Is it not yet just a little while Before Lebanon will be turned into a fertile field, and the fertile field will be considered as a forest? 18 On that day the deaf will hear words of a book, and out of [their] gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind will see. 19 The afflicted also will increase their gladness in the Lord, and the needy of mankind will rejoice in the Holy One of Israel  20 For the ruthless will come to an end and the scorner will be finished, indeed all who are intent on doing evil will be cut off; 21 Who cause a person to be indicted by a word, and ensnare him who adjudicates at the gate, and defraud the one in the right with meaningless arguments. 

Conclusion

Obviously we could go into much greater detail and depth and a review of the previous studies would be profitable in securing this point. However, even a brief study of these verses in context makes it quite clear that Jesus was teaching the Jews about entry into His kingdom, calling them to repentance, and preparing them for the tribulation which would come regardless of whether or not national Israel had accepted Christ as King. While it is incredibly practical for us to study today, so it will be during the millennium. However, in the millennium it will only need to be studied as history, for those born in that time will need to be told of a time when animals were dangerous, when food was scarce and when the Lord was rejected by His people. The Lord was clearly not speaking of concerns during the millennium, nor directly addressing the Church, but was instructing the Jews on issues of entrance into the kingdom of heaven.
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