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Of all the sermons ever preached, one stands out as 
the greatest. It is “The Sermon on the Mount.”

SP OT LIGH T ON SER MONS
The sermon has been part of Christian worship since the day of 
Pentecost. There have been many legendary preachers along the 
way, from John Chrysostom (“golden mouth”) to Charles Spurgeon 
(England’s “Prince of Preachers”). No one in history preached to more 
people face-to-face than Billy Graham, whose audiences numbered 215 
million people in 185 countries!

How many sermons have you heard? How many would you say were 
great or even good? That’s a highly subjective question, difficult to 
answer quickly, for a sermon may be helpful even if not interesting. It 
may work on a hearer over time. The proof of a sermon is measured in 
the strengthening of a listener’s faith, the shaping of a listener’s life, 
or both!

Of all the sermons ever preached, one stands out as the greatest. It is 
“The Sermon on the Mount,” a message preached by Jesus at the start 
of His ministry. Recorded in its full form only by Matthew, it occupies 
nearly three chapters and over 2,000 words, the longest recorded 
sermon in the Bible. It is without a rival in its lasting impact on the 
Church and its preaching. We will spend two sessions pondering this 
great sermon and praying that it might have its full effect on us.

Matthew
T h e  G r e a T  s e r m o n  ( p a r T  o n e )
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T H E SET T I NG A N D T H E LIST EN ER S 
Matthew 4:25–5:2
The setting? “He went up on the mountain” (v. 1). While this “mountain” was likely a modest hill 
alongside the Sea of Galilee, its mention is significant because God often used mountains to reveal 
Himself and act memorably. Noah’s ark came to rest on Mt. Ararat. Abraham’s sacrificial journey with 
Isaac took him up Mt. Moriah. Moses received the Law on Mt. Sinai. Jesus would later be transfigured 
on a “high mountain” (Matt. 17:1) and deliver His Great Commission to the eleven on a mountain in 
Galilee (28:16). Even the location of this sermon says, “Pay close attention!”

The sermon is preached in the presence of two distinct groups. One is the “great crowds” who 
followed Jesus there from “Galilee and the Decapolis . . . Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond 
the Jordan” (4:25), an area nearly 100 miles in circumference! The other is the smaller circle of “his 
disciples” (5:1). When Matthew says Jesus taught “them” (v. 2), “disciples” is the nearest antecedent. 
But at the end of the sermon it is clear that the great crowds have been paying attention too, for they 
“were astonished at his teaching” (7:28). The distinction between those who merely show up to listen 
and those who respond in actual discipleship is mirrored in the Beatitudes, which pointedly refer to 
both “they” (the first eight Beatitudes) and “you” (the final one). In which group will we find ourselves?

B E AT I T U DES: T H E D O ORWAY I N 
Matthew 5:3–12
The “Beatitudes” (Latin beatus, “blessed”) are so named because of the repeated words “Blessed are,” 
which resound like the ringing of a lovely bell. “Blessed” (Greek makarioi) means more than merely 
“happy.” It is the equivalent of “saved,” the status of those who live under the gracious reign of the 
King. The verb “are” in each Beatitude is present indicative, denoting those who “are in fact now” 
poor, meek, merciful, pure in heart and so on. This is not a prescription for how one ought to live, but a 
description of those who are under that King’s reign!

Jeff Gibbs calls the Beatitudes the “doorway in” to the entire sermon. They are the gracious 
announcement of the blessed life His disciples experience already here and now (“theirs is”), a 
blessedness to be realized fully on the Last Day (“they shall”). The aforementioned transition from 
“they” to “you” leads us into the heart of the sermon, the rest of which is addressed to “you.” We 
listeners are being invited: experience this “blessed life”!

What is it like to live under God’s reign? Each beatitude describes a facet in the life of the disciple:

The POOR IN SPIRIT are not the economically deprived, but people with no spiritual resource. 
They have nothing to offer God and are simply in great need. That’s everyone!

To MOURN is not simply to be sad. This is not an exhortation to put on a sad face, but a 
description of the response Paul said would be fitting as we look at our own sins (Peter wept 
bitterly!) or those of others: “Ought you not rather to mourn?” (1 Cor. 5:2).
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MEEK vividly echoes Ps. 37:11. The Greek word behind it suggests a gentleness that 
comes from self-control (Carson). Jesus Himself exemplifies it (11:29). A good synonym 
is “lowly,” in contrast to the wicked, who plot and rage.

HUNGER AND THIRST graphically describe desire, here specifically for the 
“righteousness” God gives those in His Kingdom. Psalm 42:2 puts it beautifully: “My 
soul thirsts for God.”

MERCIFUL embraces both forgiveness for the guilty and compassion for the suffering 
and needy, an attitude that mirrors God Himself (Ps. 18:25). Mercy will be a theme to 
which Jesus often returns in Matthew (9:13, 12:7, 18:33–34).

PURE IN HEART denotes the single-mindedness of one who longs for God and hungers 
for His righteousness, the very opposite of the “double-minded man” (James 1:7–8). 
The words are almost a quote of Ps. 24:4, which speaks of “a pure heart.”

PEACEMAKERS do not merely exhibit “peacefulness.” They MAKE peace, not the multi-
megaton variety, but the sort furnished by the “Prince of Peace” (Is. 9:6–7). True peace 
is proclaimed by those with “beautiful feet” who “publish peace” between God and 
people (Is. 52:7), peace that comes when the King reigns.

PERSECUTED is not a surprising experience for the disciple in a world which bitterly 
resents those who stand with their peace-making King. With this word the Lord 
transitions from the third-person “they” of the eighth beatitude to the second-person 
“you” of the ninth. In v. 10 it happens “for righteousness’ sake.” Now in v. 11 it is “on 
my account”! The arrival of Jesus the King and the relationship with Him is the center of 
these Beatitudes.

Some of the Beatitudes describe one’s STATUS. Others describe one’s ATTITUDE or 
behavior. The first eight Beatitudes can be seen as pairs which link a status with a 
resulting attitude or behavior. Those who are “poor in spirit” will indeed “mourn” over 
their sin and others’ (read Is. 61:1–2 carefully). Those who are “lowly” will “hunger” for 
righteousness. The “pure in heart,” whose eyes are on God alone, will reflect Him by 
being “merciful.” The “peacemakers” will find themselves “persecuted” for it!

Already Jesus is anticipating the suffering that will come to Him and to His followers 
even as it came to “the prophets who were before you” (v. 12). This is, however, not an 
occasion for gloom, but for great joy, for the disciple has an eye on the King’s promise: 
“your reward is great in heaven”! With such a powerful assurance, Jesus invites us now 
to consider at length our calling as disciples.
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T H E CH R IST I A N ’S C A LLI NG 
Matthew 5:13–16
What is the Christian’s calling in the world? 
How are we to impact those around us? Jesus 
uses the images of salt and light to explain 
the difference Christians make in the world.

In Jesus’ day salt was as valuable as gold. In 
some places people even used it as money. 
Among its many uses salt was a flavoring for 
food, a preservative against the decay of meat 
and fish, a medicine, and a sign of a covenant 
(it was added to sacrifices — Lev. 2:13). 
The world needs people who will flavor its 
blandness and preserve society from complete 
moral decay. “You,” says Jesus (in Greek 
the “you” is in the emphatic first position), 
“are the salt of the earth” (v. 13). Yes, you! 
For values are eroded and cruelty, greed, 
and lust take over, except where His “salty” 
people do their preserving work. It only takes 
a pinch of salt to make a difference. Even a 
small number of believers scattered through 
this culture as faithful husbands and wives, 
as remarkable employees and friends, as 
extraordinary, honest neighbors and citizens 
will make a great difference.

The danger that attends us is not that we are 
a minority, nor that we have little political 
clout, but that we lose our “taste,” our 
“saltiness” by apathy, by compromise, or 
by cowardice that keeps us quiet when we 
ought to speak. No, says Jesus, it cannot be, 
for “you are” the salt. You know Me as the 

“called, gathered, enlightened” people of this 
kingdom. So be what you are!

Then too, “You are the light of the world” (v. 
14). We are called to be “shining” examples, 
a living visual cue that there is a rightful 
King who reigns over us. In Jesus’ day, cities 
were frequently constructed on hills to be 
defensible against attack. Moreover, they 
were often built with white limestone and 
gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight (Carson). A 
city on a hill and an ordinary oil lamp shining 
in a dark room are both pictures of the life of 
a believer which should not (and cannot!) be 
hidden. Would we hide who we are?

What is to be seen by those around us is our 
“good works” (v. 16). Our calling as Christians 
is not to be a “power bloc” that shapes public 
opinion by force. It is to let shine those “good 
works” that lead watchers to give glory not to 
us but to “your Father who is in heaven” (v. 
16). This is the first of 16 references to God 
as “Father” in the sermon.

JESUS A N D T H E L AW 
Matthew 5:17–20
What is the relationship between “the gospel 
of the kingdom” (4:23) Jesus is bringing and 
the Old Testament revelation, especially the 
demands of the Law that have been in place 
since Moses’ day? If He is indeed the Messiah 
God had long promised, will He use His 
authority to relax or even abolish the Law?

We are called to be “shining” examples, a living visual 
cue that there is a rightful King who reigns over us.
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Jesus’ answer is immediate. “Do not think that 
I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; 
I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill 
them” (v. 17). The “Law and the Prophets” was 
a Jewish way of saying “the Scriptures” (as in 
Matt. 11:13, Luke 16:16, John 1:45). He says 
clearly here and later (7:12 and 22:40) that He 
intends to observe all that has been written. It 
stands; He supports it! Nothing in the Law will 
pass away until . . .

Ah, “until heaven and earth pass away . . . 
until all is accomplished” (v. 18)! These two 
“until” clauses signal that Jesus is here to do 
more than simply REPEAT God’s Old Testament 
revelation. He has come to FULFILL it. He has 
something urgent to accomplish. “He fulfills 
the Scriptures . . . most climactically and 
comprehensively in his passion, death, and 
resurrection” (Gibbs). Then in fact all things will 
truly be “accomplished” (John 19:30!).

Meanwhile, His disciples are not to “relax” the 
commandments of God. They are not to try and 
figure out which commandments can be safely 
ignored as “least” (v. 19). The righteousness 
of the disciples will surely exceed that of 
the scribes and Pharisees (as described, for 
example, in 6:1–4), because the scribes and 
Pharisees are attempting to be righteous 
without Jesus. Indeed, they will eventually 
become His enemies. It is the Gospel, finally, 
that reveals the righteousness of God (Rom. 
1:17) “through faith in Jesus Christ” (Rom. 
3:21–22).

JESUS: T H E AU T HOR I TAT I V E 
I N T E R PR ET ER OF SCR I P T U R E ! 
Matthew 5:21–48
This section contains six antitheses: “You have 
heard that it was said . . . but I say.” Jesus 
makes clear how the disciple is to be “salt and 
light” by His authoritative interpretation of the 
Law. In each case, the antithesis pits Jesus’ 

authority against the narrow interpretation the 
scribes, the “legal experts” of Judaism (“he 
was teaching them as one who had authority, 
and not as their scribes” — 7:29).

Jesus first takes aim at an interpretation of 
the Fifth Commandment that narrows “murder” 
to the literal taking of a life. God’s original 
intent, Jesus makes clear, was to prohibit not 
only the “full-grown” sin of murder, but also 
its beginnings in the anger and insults that 
so often take over our relationships. “It is an 
especially grievous matter when a disciple 
treats a fellow Christian (a “brother” — 5:22) in 
this way” (Gibbs).

Unless our “horizontal” relationships are 
repaired, our “vertical” relationship with God 
will be damaged. If we remember sinful anger 
or insult toward a fellow believer, we cannot 
simply go to church and act as if nothing has 
happened (vv. 23–24)! The warning Paul later 
makes to the Corinthians about their abuse 
of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:17–34) makes 
the same point. To repent and turn from such 
malicious behavior is an urgent matter.

The second antithesis addresses the Sixth 
Commandment and makes clear that sexual sin 
is not limited to “four bare legs in a bed” (C. 
S. Lewis). God’s intent for His people is sexual 
purity in thought as well as in deed. How a man 
“looks” with his eyes and what a man thinks 
“in his heart” may already be “adultery” (v. 
28). The greater righteousness of the disciple 
is an interior one, a matter of one’s heart (see 
also 15:18–20). The words of Jesus here have 
much to say about the use of sexual desire in 
advertising and the flood tide of pornography 
in our own culture. The mention of removing 
one’s eye or hand (vv. 29–30) is an exaggerated 
way of saying that radical action must be taken 
against such damaging sins, which do not 
originate in the eye or hand, but in the heart!
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A third antitheses (vv. 31–32) follows closely on 
the second, and once again addresses the issue 
of adultery, particularly as it relates to divorce. 
In Jesus’ time only the husband was permitted 
to initiate a divorce, so the arguments are made 
from a husband’s point of view. When is a husband 
permitted to divorce his wife?

There was ongoing debate between two rabbinic 
schools of thought about the proper “grounds.” 
Taking a cue from Deut. 24:1–4, where Moses 
mentions a man divorcing his wife because he found 
“some indecency” in her, Rabbi Shammai concluded 
that Moses meant “adultery” and that it was the 
only legitimate reason for divorce. Rabbi Hillel took 
a much more lax view: a husband could divorce his 
wife for practically any reason he saw fit!

The view of Hillel was prevalent, and the scribes 
were busy splitting hairs about the “how” of writing 
proper bills of divorce. Divorce is not that big a deal 
if done the correct way! The Pharisees would later 
approach Jesus with a divorce question framed 
around these very matters (Matt. 19:3). With the 
Pharisees, Jesus brought the issue back from the 
casuistry of divorce to the meaning of marriage 
itself. Here He categorically denies the validity of 
divorce “except on the ground of sexual immorality” 
(the Greek word porneia). Divorce, like adultery, 
breaks a sacred union God intends to be permanent. 
This pronouncement of Jesus is not meant to be 
case law but a general principle affirming the 
sacredness of marriage.

The fourth antithesis takes us into the elaborate 
Jewish practice of oath-taking. The directive not to 
“swear falsely” is from Lev. 19:12 and is probably 
tied to the Second Commandment and the general 
use of God’s name. “What,” Jesus is asking, “is the 
good of making a hierarchy of oaths (“by heaven,” 
“by the earth,” “by Jerusalem,” “by your head” — 
vv. 34–36)?” A disciple is not to use ANY words 
carelessly. Simply be truthful in all your speech, and 
you will need no oaths to reinforce it.

The fifth antithesis concerns retaliation. The lex 

talionis, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” 
(Ex. 21:24), was originally meant to limit retaliation 
so that it was commensurate with the original 
injury. Instead, the disciple is to react to others in a 
generous and gentle way, foregoing revenge, doing 
more than required. “Turn the other cheek” and “go 
the extra mile” are memorable examples that have 
entered our everyday speech. Jesus is addressing 
disciples in their personal relationships, not 
advocating that civil authorities forego using force 
(see Rom. 13:1–4).

The sixth and final antithesis is about genuine love, 
as if in summary of the previous five. The disciples 
have “heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor and hate your enemy.’” While the first part 
is directly from Lev. 19:18 and is used by Jesus 
Himself to summarize the Law (Matt. 22:37–40), the 
second part, “hate your enemy,” is not commanded 
anywhere in the Old Testament, though David 
professes his hatred for those who hate God (Ps. 
139:21–22).

The command which Jesus here makes is to love 
without reference to the worthiness of the other 
person, in imitation of God, who sends sunshine 
and rain “on the evil and on the good” (v. 45). 
“Even the tax collectors” love those who love them. 
But the disciple is not to keep love on that leash! 
He is to love as he has been loved by a merciful 
Father. “Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you” has hit home and stung consciences 
for centuries. But to the troubled, the news of a 
Father who loves even the evil and the unjust is a 
sweet balm!

In summary of the entire section come the 
remarkable words “be perfect.” The Greek word 
means “complete” or “mature.” To live reconciled 
with one’s hurtful neighbor, to be sexually pure, 
to cherish one’s marriage vows, to be truthful in 
speech, to return good for evil, and to love without 
limit are not impossible ideals, but are increasingly 
realized in those who have a perfectly loving Father, 
whose Son has come to fulfill righteousness for us.

M A T T H E W  4 : 2 5  –  5 : 4 8

LWBS42

6



PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, You have called me to construct a life on the foundation You provide. 
As I study, give me an understanding and receptive heart, that Your Word 

may have its full effect in my life! This I ask for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review
1. The Beatitudes are very familiar. Did you get any new insights about them in this lesson?

2. What was the Shammai versus Hillel dispute about divorce? Does Jesus align Himself with Shammai? 
Hillel? Neither? Explain your choice.

Matthew 6:1–18
3. What three expressions of piety does Jesus discuss? Which of these three are a part of your own practice? 

What is the underlying danger to avoid in all three?

4. When did you learn to pray? Who taught you?

5. Read through the version of the Lord’s Prayer in vv. 9–13. What differences do you see between the prayer 
as given here and the way we normally say it? If most of our prayers were “like this” (v. 9), how would our 
praying change?

Matthew 6:19–24
6. Your home is under an evacuation order. You must be out now! You can only take with you what you can 

carry. What would you take?

7. What alternatives does Jesus pose with regard to “treasures” (vv. 19–21), “eyes” (vv. 22–23), and 
“masters” (v. 24). How are these three things connected?

Matthew 6:25–34
8. What can “the birds of the air” and “the lilies of the field” teach us?

9. What kind of things provoke the most anxiety in you?

 a. Health concerns? b. Relationships? c. Financial pressures? d. Spiritual issues? e. Something else?
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Matthew 7:1–6
10. Is Jesus forbidding any and all “judging,” or telling us to “be careful when you judge” (note vv. 3–5!)? What 

is added to our understanding by the counsel Paul gives the Corinthian congregation in 1 Cor. 5:1–7, 9–13?

11. Think carefully about the illustration of the speck and the log. Why the exaggerated difference in the size of 
these two? What’s the significance of the word “first” in v. 5? (note also 6:33)

12. In your opinion, why does Jesus add the warning in v. 6?

Matthew 7:7–12
13. What’s the lesson Jesus teaches us about God in vv. 7–11?

14. In what sort of situations are you most likely to “dish it out” to people the way they’ve dished it out to you? 
What makes it possible for you to treat others as you’d like to be treated, no matter how they treat you?

Matthew 7:13–23
15. What words does Jesus employ to describe the two ways and their destinations? How do John 14:6 and 

Acts 24:14 relate?

16. What characteristics will NOT help us identify false prophets? What WILL?

17. Aside from cultists, is there anyone in your experience that you have come to regard as a “false prophet”? 
If so, what brought you to that conclusion?

Matthew 7:24–29
18. Why do you think Jesus selected the image of building a house to describe people’s reaction to His message?

19. What’s the “weather forecast” in your life these days?

 a. Sunny b. Clouding up c. Thunderstorms d. Hurricane!

20. Looking back at Jesus’ great sermon, what would you say was most troubling for you personally? The most 
comforting?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 6:33 “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” OR
Matthew 7:12 “So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.”
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