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T H E LI T T LE T H I NGS
In between the momentous occasions of life like weddings and 
graduations come ordinary days filled with little things. At least they 
seem so. The poet William Wordsworth called them “The best portion of a 
good man’s life . . . his little, nameless, unremembered acts of kindness 
and of love.” Those little things are, in fact, what God requires of His 
people, that they “do justice . . .love kindness, and . . . walk humbly” 
with their God” (Mic. 6:8).

Here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus fleshes out how the disciple 
lives out his “ordinary” days, talking about the disciple’s pieties 
and anxieties, his relationships with people and possessions. These 
seemingly small matters loom large in God’s reckoning. As we read these 
chapters, we ask ourselves again and again, “Does this describe the life I 
am living?”

T H R EE EXPR ESSIONS OF PI ET Y 
Matthew 6:1–18
One part of the godly person’s life is his expression of piety toward God. 
In Jesus’ day, the Jews stressed three such “regular” expressions of 
one’s religious devotion: almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. To do these 
things was considered to be “practicing your righteousness” (v. 1). Of 
the three, fasting is largely alien to modern-day Christians. Our forte is 

These seemingly small matters loom 
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feasting, not fasting! The closest most folks come is the crash diet or a required fast before a 
medical procedure. Jesus, however, assumed His disciples would fast (Matt. 9:14–15).

Jesus considers each of these things in turn. As He does so, His focus is not so much on the 
“what” but more particularly on the “why.” The matter of motivation for such actions is what 
separates the genuine disciple from the “hypocrites” (vv. 2, 5, 16), whose religious deeds are 
inauthentic because the real focus is not on pleasing God but on impressing the neighbor.

Matthew summarizes Jesus’ teaching in a way that exhibits “a remarkable structural parallelism” 
(Gibbs). He speaks of each expression of piety the same way:

“When you give / pray / fast”

“do not be like the hypocrites”

(The hypocrites’ purpose — to “be praised” / to “be seen”)

“they have received their reward”

(Positive teaching about the “hidden” piety of the disciple)

“Your Father who sees in secret will reward you”

The repetition underlines the point: the disciple’s daily piety is HIDDEN from public view, done for 
the Father’s eyes alone. It’s all for God. He is the “why” of our piety.

T H E LOR D’S PR AY ER — A CLOSER LO OK
Our Lord gives extra attention to prayer. After saying prayer is not done to “be seen by others,” 
Jesus goes on to reject the idea that the person praying can manipulate God by heaping up 
“empty phrases.” Contemporary heathen prayers often employed long lists of divine names 
(Mounce). They hoped that endless repetition of those names would insure the granting of their 
petitions. Just as one should not try to impress other people, one CANNOT impress God by being 
long-winded!

The counterexample that Jesus uses is commonly called “The Lord’s Prayer” (but could well be 
called “The Disciples’ Prayer”!). It is a model of simplicity. Only 57 words in Greek (52 words in 
English), it remains the Bible’s primary source of instruction on prayer. Luther wrote that if people 
were to “keep on [praying this prayer] for a thousand years, they would not have tasted nor 
prayed one iota, one dot of it!”

The simple structure of the prayer is an address, followed by petitions. The conclusion (“For thine 
is the kingdom”) is a later addition that arose from liturgical use of the prayer and is sometimes 
sung after the body of the prayer is spoken.
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The instructional character of the prayer is 
indicated at the start of v. 9: “Pray then like this,” 
that is to say, “in this fashion.” In Luke’s version, 
Jesus is responding to a request from one of the 
disciples: “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). 
How does this prayer teach us to pray?

1) Its pronouns are plural! “Our Father . . . 
us . . . we” So Jesus teaches us to 
think beyond ourselves. We are part of a 
community.

2) We address God as “Father”! It is a 
personal, intimate word. We do not come 
trembling to Him as if approaching a downed 
power line, but “as dear children to their 
dear father” (Luther). This word encourages 
confident trust.

3) The first three petitions focus on GOD, the 
last four on US! This prayer parallels the Ten 
Commandments, in which “duties to God” 
precede “duties to the neighbor.”

4) Only one of the petitions is about material 
things! Six are about spiritual concerns. 
Our prayers are customarily top-heavy with 
health and finances, safe travel, the success 
of our plans, and even the weather, but say 
less about spiritual matters. Truthfully, how 
often would we pray about God’s reputation 
in the world and for our behavior to reflect 
it if Jesus did not include this in His model 
prayer?

There are legitimate questions to be asked about 
what the Lord means by some of these petitions. 
“Hallowed” (v. 9) means to be made or kept holy, 
with the understanding that this is to be done by 
us. By our words and actions, we who wear His 
name have in our hands the power to profane 
that name or to bring it honor. Read what God 
says about the profaning of His name in Ezek. 
36:16–20.

We are used to praying about “daily” bread in the 
fourth petition. The meaning of the Greek word 

(epiousios) is uncertain, occurring only here and 
in Luke’s parallel version of the prayer (Luke 11:3) 
and nowhere at all in secular Greek literature. 
Depending on its verbal root, it may mean a) 
“necessary for existence,” b) “for the day,” c) 
“for tomorrow,” or d) “for the future.” Whatever 
meaning we choose, the word recalls the manna 
God provided the Israelites in the wilderness 
(Exodus 16). That miraculous bread, necessary for 
their existence, God rationed out to them on a daily 
basis. It was a stark lesson about the importance 
of absolute trust that God would provide what they 
needed, one day at a time.

“Forgive us . . . as we also have forgiven” (v. 
12). This petition seems to make the forgiveness 
God gives us conditional on the forgiving we do 
for other people. But we must remember that 
this prayer is to be spoken by those already 
under the gracious rule of the King, to people 
ALREADY forgiven. To underline the priority of 
God’s forgiveness, Jesus later told the parable of 
the unmerciful servant (18:23–35), a parabolic 
enactment of this petition. In that story, the king 
forgives the servant a great debt, but the servant 
is unwilling to respond by forgiving his fellow 
servant a small debt. That refusal prompts the king 
to rescind his earlier mercy.

This petition is the only one about which Jesus 
makes an explanatory comment (vv. 14–15). These 
verses, taken together with the parable, make it 
plain that being “forgiven” and being “forgiving” 
are inextricably bound together. The forgiven 
forgive. If not, their own forgiveness is cancelled. A 
sobering word!

“Lead us not into temptation.” Would God lead us 
to be tempted to sin? Before dismissing this idea 
out of hand, we recall that the Spirit led Jesus into 
the desert for this very purpose (4:1). God Himself, 
of course, “tempts no one” (James 1:13), but He 
will, in fact, see to it that we are “tested,” as He 
did with Abraham (Gen. 22) and the Israelites in 
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the wilderness (Deut. 8:2). He may deliberately send us into battle against the devil (the 
seventh petition is not simply about “evil” in general, but “the Evil One” in particular — the 
Greek includes the definite article).

In seeking to understand what we are praying, we dare not separate this petition from 
the one that follows (“deliver us from evil”). The two are deliberately connected with the 
conjunction “but.” Some have even argued that this is a single petition in two complementary 
halves. Their meaning together seems to be either:

a. “Do not ONLY lead us into temptation, but EVEN MORE be present to deliver us in our 
struggle with the Evil One,” or

b. “Do not lead us into a time of temptation, but rather deliver us from the Evil One.”

It is the battle prayer of the Christian soldier.

T R E A SU R ES 
Matthew 6:19–24
As He teaches about the disciple’s daily life, Jesus turns from his “pieties” (vv. 1–18) to his 
“possessions” (vv. 19–34). Though the first listeners to this sermon were likely impoverished 
(by modern standards), “so universal is the lure of possessions that even those who do 
not have many still must be warned” (Gibbs). How much more ought we, wealthy by any 
standard, attend to the warnings that now follow!

What we treasure is an unmistakable barometer of our inner life. Three times He puts the 
issue of “treasures” before us, each with opposing alternatives. The first is a very direct 
prohibition of “treasures on earth” (v. 19) in favor of “treasures in heaven” (v. 20). The 
earthly variety is fragile and destructible, subject to pests, floods, and thieves. The heavenly 
variety is not. But the more urgent reason for investing in the latter is what it means for your 
“heart,” which shapes the whole course of your life (v. 21).

Now follows a second metaphor, that of the eye as a “lamp of the body” (v. 22).

Does that lamp shine INTO the body or OUT OF the body so as to direct where it decides to 
go? The alternatives are distinctly contrasted in vv. 22–23. The eye-lamp may be “healthy” or 
“bad,” the body itself may be “full of light” or “full of darkness.”

What we treasure is an unmistakable 
barometer of our inner life.
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Such language sounds, to us moderns, like an 
anatomy lesson in which light enters the eye 
and travels through the optic nerve to register 
on the brain. But Dale Allison makes the case 
that ancient peoples were thinking the opposite 
direction: the eye is a source of light that shines 
out from the body. He cites Dan. 10:6 (“flaming 
torches”) and Zech. 4:2 and 10, where the eyes 
of the Lord are the seven “lamps” which “range 
through the whole earth.” He argues that the 
body turns its “lamp” (the eye) to shine on what 
it deems important and make choices where 
the body should go. Accordingly, the question 
Jesus puts before us is, “Where are your eyes 
focused?” Such an understanding fits perfectly 
in the context of “Where is your treasure?” and 
“Who is your master?” (which now follows).

The final metaphor is framed very starkly as 
one of slavery. In that Roman world, slavery was 
a common institution. Jesus’ listeners would 
know very well that no one could be a slave 
to two masters (v. 24). The service required 
was all-encompassing. So Jesus asks, “Who 
is YOUR master? God or Mammon (money)?” A 
hammer blow to our consciences! A clarion call 
to examine our priorities!

A WOR D TO T H E A NXIO US 
Matthew 6:25–34
Jesus now gives practical examples of how 
possessions are to be prioritized. Because 
we live in fleshly bodies, all of us need food 
and clothing. Once again, there are two clear 
alternatives. One is to live like “the Gentiles,” 
perpetually troubled over “What shall we eat? 
. . . and drink? . . . and wear?” (v. 31). The 
other is to remember that “your heavenly Father 
knows that you need them all” (v. 32) and 
trust His provision. Will the concern for these 
master us, provoking anxiety, or will God be the 
Master whom we trust to provide? Will the first 

priority be to seek “the kingdom of God and 
his righteousness” (v. 33) or to “seek after . . . 
things” like Gentiles do (v. 32)? The folly of the 
Gentile approach to life’s necessities is revealed 
by a simple rhetorical question: “Which of you 
by being anxious can add a single hour to his 
span of life?” (v. 27). No one, clearly! Isn’t life 
more than food and clothing?

Jesus is not guaranteeing that the disciple will 
not face privation or hardship. Each day will 
have its share of trouble (v. 34). The “birds 
of the air” and the “lilies of the field” Jesus 
employs as examples (vv. 26, 28) certainly 
face drought and destruction, as do we. The 
lesson they teach us, however, is that they do 
not WORRY, for “your heavenly Father feeds 
them” (v. 26) and arrays them more gloriously 
than Solomon (v. 29). Imagine ourselves seated 
before Jesus, seeing His eyes fixed tenderly on 
us and hearing Him ask, “Are you not of more 
value than they?” (v. 26). You are valuable to 
God, aren’t you?

ON JU D GI NG 
Matthew 7:1–6
Having addressed the disciple’s practice of 
piety (6:1–18) and his use of possessions 
(6:19–34), Jesus now takes up a third issue 
— the disciple and other people, especially 
other believers (7:1–6). How shall we treat our 
neighbors? As in previous sections, He leads 
with a “do not.” Here He directs, “Judge not, 
that you be not judged” (v. 1). The family of 
believers is threatened by anyone who is blind 
to his own failings and passes judgment on 
others. Is it I, Lord?

That Jesus is not forbidding any and all 
“judgment” about the behavior of others is clear 
from Matt. 18:15, where the believer is called 
to tell the sinning brother what his sin is, and 
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in 1 Cor. 5:1–7, 9–13, where Paul directs 
the congregation to discipline an open 
sinner. Even in this passage, the eventual 
necessary action may be to “take the speck 
out of your brother’s eye” (v. 5).

But extreme care and humility must 
attend the approach to one’s brother. For 
one cannot see into the heart and know 
another’s motive. And there is the matter of 
one’s own sin. So Jesus uses a ridiculously 
exaggerated metaphor (v. 3). The brother’s 
sin is a “speck,” while one’s own sin is a 
“log” (the Greek dokos refers to a heavy 
piece of timber such as a beam used in 
roof construction!). The very impossibility 
of seeing that speck necessitates that 
one address his own sin “first” (v. 5). The 
goal of the disciple is finally to forgive 
and to restore the other’s life (Gal. 6:1). 
Still in view is the beatitude that calls the 
“merciful” blessed (5:7).

The warning that follows in v. 6 seems 
disconnected. “Pearls before pigs”? 
Beginning with another set of “do not’s,” 
this passage compares condemning a fellow 
believer to throwing away something holy 
to dogs or something valuable to pigs. 
The “holy things” may well be your fellow 
believers and the fellowship you have with 
them. Wrongfully or arrogantly judging 
them is like abusing those valuables. Do it, 
and the precious fellowship of the Church 
may wind up trampled and you yourself 
endangered on Judgment Day! So proceed 
with great caution.

A PROMISE A N D SU M M A RY 
OF T H E SER MON 
Matthew 7:7–12
Jesus began His Great Sermon with an offer 
of blessing (Beatitudes) and a description 
of their calling (to be salt and light). Here at 
the end of the main body of the sermon, He 
once more offers a blessing (the Father’s 
readiness to provide all we need) and our 
calling (the “Golden Rule”).

The urging “ask . . . seek . . . knock” (v. 7) 
is a promise of blessing we need to hear, for 
many come away from this Great Sermon 
with the conclusion, “I can’t live like that!” 
We are too weak, and this life is simply 
beyond us, isn’t it? But now Jesus urges us 
to ask for the very things He has held before 
us (the kingdom, righteousness, mercy), the 
things that seem so out of reach, for we have 
a “Father in heaven” who is willing and able 
to “give good things” (like these!) to any who 
ask. Would you give your child a stone if he 
asked for bread? A snake if he asked for a 
fish (vv. 9–10)? Of course not! This good 
Father stands ready to give us what we ask.

The main body of the sermon ends with 
the summary of our calling: “whatever you 
wish that others would do to you, do also to 
them” (v. 12). This “Golden Rule” epitomizes 
what the entire Scriptures lay out, even as 
He will later summarize “all the Law and the 
Prophets” with the simple commandments 
to love God and love the neighbor (22:38–
40). Do you want God to do this through 
you? Ask Him.
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A FA LSE PAT H A N D FA LSE PROPH ETS 
Matthew 7:13–23
Jesus now leads the disciples out into the world with eyes open to the dangers they (and we) will 
face. Before us lie life’s two ways (Ps. 1:6, Prov. 2:20). One has a “wide” gate and an “easy” grade 
and many choose it, but it “leads to destruction” (v. 13). The other is a “hard” way with a “narrow” 
gate. Only a few find it, but it “leads to life” (v. 14). Jesus Himself is that narrow gate and path 
(John 10:7, 14:6). Only as He continues to forgive and restore them will they remain on that path.

One reason many are on the wrong path is the presence of “false prophets” who look good and 
sound good, but lead people astray. We who live in a world replete with religious hucksters and 
phony spirituality do well to take heed to the warning.

How will we recognize them? False prophets wear “sheep’s clothing” (v. 15). They look good and 
sound good. Their outward deeds may have the appearance of good works: “Lord, did we not 
prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your 
name?” (v. 22). But a prophet’s real “fruit” is “what he prophesies — not his outward deeds but 
his teaching, his message, his prophecy” (Gibbs). Above all else, the criterion will be what such 
prophets say about Jesus’ person and work. Jesus later asks the disciples, “Who do people say 
that the Son of Man is?” (16:13). Jesus makes the same point in 24:5–11 as He there alludes to the 
messianic claim of the false prophets.

The genuine prophet, and any genuine believer, is one who “does the will of my Father who is in 
heaven” (v. 21, cf. 12:50). The parable of the two sons (21:28–32) provides further light. There, 
doing the will of the father is believing John’s message about the Kingdom and the One coming to 
bring it. The repentance and faith in Him will issue in “fruit in keeping with repentance” (3:8).

R E ACT IONS TO T H IS SER MON 
Matthew 7:24–29
A proper question to ask at the end of any sermon is, “What shall I do with that?” Jesus asks 
what will we do with “these words of mine” (v. 24). This sermon filled with many “either/or’s” now 
presents the listeners with one more. Where shall I “build” my life? Like the builder of a house, the 
listener may build on Jesus’ authoritative word — firm as bedrock (vv. 24–25). Or he may say “no” 
to the message of Jesus and build on something else, which will invariably prove to be a foundation 
of sand (vv. 26–27).

Jesus is claiming for Himself and His words the place that, for many Jews, was occupied by the 
words of the Torah (Gibbs). Such is His authority! Among all other sandy “isms,” His message and 
reign stand like a rock amid the storms. For the storms of life will certainly come. What Jesus offers 
is the “church’s one foundation,” on which we may safely build, and on which we will safely stand, 
even on the Last Day.
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious God, open my mind and heart to the study of Your Word. Heal my 
sickness, my failings and my fears. Remind me that in every arena of life, You 

are in charge, and I may trust You. This I ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What additional insight into the very familiar words of the Lord’s Prayer did you get in this lesson?

2. How does Jesus’ Great Sermon address you most personally?

Matthew 8:1–17
3. Jesus directs the leper to show himself to “the priest.” What role did the priest play (see Lev. 13–14 as 

background) in cases of “skin disease”? Who might need “proof” of the healing?

4. What was a centurion? How is his explanation in v. 9 connected to his request for Jesus’ help? What 
impresses Jesus about him?

5. Both the leper and the centurion were “unclean” from the Jewish perspective. Who are the “outcasts” in 
our community? How do these stories model the way we might relate to them?

6. For the first time in several chapters comes a fulfillment of Scripture. What Old Testament passage is being 
cited?

Matthew 8:18–27
7. Why does Jesus respond as He does to these two would-be disciples? What is He saying about the possible 

“costs” of discipleship?

Matthew 8:28–9:8
8. In chapters 8–9 Jesus repeatedly demonstrates authority. Here He shows authority over what?

9. Interesting details abound in the story of the demoniacs. What do the demons know about Jesus? See Mark 
1:24. What is “the time” (NIV “the appointed time”)? Compare John 2:4, 7:30, 8:20.
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10. Consider another detail: Why the request to enter the pigs? Why do the pigs rush into the water?

11. In the story of the healing of the paralytic, with whom do you identify: a) the paralytic? b) the friends who 
brought him? c) the critical scribes?

12. What authority does Jesus demonstrate here? To what does “such authority” (v. 8) refer?

Matthew 9:9–17
13. What is surprising about Jesus’ call to Matthew?

14. In Jesus’ response to the Pharisees, what is He telling them about His mission? What Old Testament verse 
does He cite?

15. What is Jesus comparing to “new wine”? “Old wineskins”?

Matthew 9:18–38
16. What was the woman’s ailment? Why did she approach Jesus from behind and not ask Him directly? (see 

Lev. 15:25)

17. The ruler and the woman both faced desperate situations. Can you recall a time when you came to God in a 
sense of desperation?

18. Why do you think Jesus might tell the men to keep their healing secret (v. 30, cf. 8:4 and Mark 8:29–30)?

19. What does Jesus mean by “the harvest” in vv. 37–38? How do you see yourself as a “laborer” in the field 
where God has placed you?

MEMORY
Review the verses you have learned.

M A T T H E W  8 : 1  –  9 : 3 8

MichaeL KaSting 53

7


	Text22: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 
	6: 
	7: 
	8: 

	Text23: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 
	6: 
	7: 
	8: 
	9: 



