
Sermon on the Mount Bible Study
Week 1 – Introduction and Jesus as the New Moses

Introduction

Before we begin looking at the Sermon on the Mount, it’s important for us to address one thing: it is in 
fact a sermon. Now, while that detail may seem obvious from the title, the significance of it is often lost
in its reading. A sermon is a religious speech. It is not a parable or a quick lesson, but a layering of 
teachings, arguments, and supporting details to lead the listener to one coherent truth. 

In the sermon on the mount, we see Jesus talk about old laws, new laws, blessings, curses, himself, 
others, and the list goes on. But what problem might arise if we just take the sermon on the mount 
as a list of disconnected lessons? What problem might we run into?

Misinterpretation by taking the readings out of context. Have a problem? Well here’s a section of the 
sermon on the mount that talks about it! But then you run into the all too common problem of 
misinterpretation, because you’re reading the Bible to find out how it fits into your life, instead of how 
you fit into the story of the Bible.

And that happens often to these chapters in Matthew when we forget that the sermon on the mount is in
fact... a sermon. That long list of things Jesus talks about isn’t just coherent or incoherent rambling. It’s 
spoken together because it should all point to one (or maybe a couple) points, themes, or ideas. So 
when we read the sermon on the mount, we need to read it as just that, a sermon. We need to 
understand that each verse is spoken to connect to a larger lesson. 

Open your Bibles to Matthew chapter 5 and just begin skimming the headers of the sections.

What are the groupings for topics in Matthew 5-7?

1. Blessings from God – 5:1-16
2. Laws for self and others – 5:17-6:4
3. Laws About God – 6:5-34
4. Laws for self and others – 7:1-20
5. Laws about God – 7:21-27

You can see just how much of the sermon focuses on Jewish laws. And the sermon ends from the 
viewpoint of the listener: “And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his 
teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.” Not only were 
they astonished that Jesus was so articulate and confident, but he seemed to preach with an authority 
that they’ve never seen before. What does Matthew mean when he says this? (Besides any 
emotional reactions, like surprise, confusion, excitement, etc.) What is necessary to get to the 
point where they’re amazed?

He means that people listened. They found themselves saying, “I don’t know why, but I believe that 
guy.” The authority wasn’t just traditional, like the scribes. They weren’t just listening and obeying 
because they were supposed to. They were listening and obeyed without reason. Well, there was a 
reason, but they didn’t know it yet. But that’s the focus of this Bible study. Why did Jesus have such 



authority in preaching? (Besides the cop out answer of “He’s God”) And then: How does that help us 
understand the purpose of the Sermon on the mount?

To do this, we’re going to break the sermon on the mount into two categories and two sessions. The 
first is looking at Jesus’ priestly/prophetic authority, the second is Jesus’ kingly authority. And as we go
through those two roles, we’ll begin to see how the law that seems to just fill this sermon on the mount 
falls into the auspices of those two roles. This week we’re going to look at Jesus’ priestly/prophetic 
role, specifically his role as the new Moses.

Jesus as the New Moses

Matthew and Indirect Presentation

The first evangelist presents Jesus as the fulfillment of the long-awaited hopes and dreams of Israel. 
Although Matthew compares Jesus to many figures, Moses takes a prominent position. Some are 
surprised to learn that Jesus is never directly given a title such as, “the prophet like Moses” or even “the
new Moses” like John was said to be Elijah. Some even question whether the Mosaic imagery in 
Matthew exists.

But to build a case on the explicit references to Moses doesn’t respect the more storied, and sometimes 
elusive, nature of Matthew’s narrative. Matthew is not giving an argument like Paul; he is telling a 
story, so he might not come out and explicitly say what he is trying to communicate. In the words of 
one scholar, there is a difference between “direct definition” and “indirect presentation” within a 
narrative.

Matthew can give a more indirect presentation because careful readers of the Jewish Scriptures would 
have already been waiting for the new Moses. There are two foundational passages in the Scriptures 
that support this. First, in Deuteronomy 18:15–19:

The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your brothers—it is 
to him you shall listen— just as you desired of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the 
assembly, when you said, ‘Let me not hear again the voice of the LORD my God or see this great fire 
any more, lest I die.’ And the LORD said to me, ‘They are right in what they have spoken. I will raise 
up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in his mouth, and he
shall speak to them all that I command him.
Deuteronomy 18:15–18 

What is God promising in Deuteronomy 18:15-19? 
A new prophet with a command directly from God, specifically one to intercede between them and God
so they wouldn’t have to stand in God’s presence any more.

Then also Isaiah 43:15-19:

I am the LORD, your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your King. Thus says the LORD, who makes a 
way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters, who brings forth chariot and horse, army and warrior; 
they lie down, they cannot rise, they are extinguished, quenched like a wick: “Remember not the 
former things, nor consider the things of old. Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do 
you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”
Isaiah 43:15–19



Isaiah 43:15-19? (Hint: what event is being referenced?)
A new exodus, specifically one that will bring life to even the dry deserts. Therefore you have a 
combination of the two: This new prophet is the same one who would lead a new exodus. Who else 
could this reference except Moses?

No New Testament author develops the portrait of Jesus as the new Moses quite like Matthew. So now 
that we know HOW Matthew does it, let’s look at exactly WHAT he does.

Discourses and Their Connection to Moses

Matthew does quite a number of things to connect Jesus to Moses, but one of the most obvious when 
reading through the Gospel as a whole is that Matthew presents Jesus as the greatest teacher or prophet 
bar none. Unlike Mark and Luke, Matthew has five distinct discourses. In other words, he bunches the 
teachings of Jesus together into large blocks. Although these discourses are labeled with different titles 
by different people, it is clear that Matthew is gathering Jesus’ teachings together to portray him as the 
new prophet.

Chapter : Title
• 5-7 : Blessings, Entering the Kingdom (Laws of the Kingdom)
• 10 : Mission Discourse (Sending of Disciples to grow the Kingdom)
• 13 : Parables of the Kingdom (Lessons about the Kingdom)
• 18 : Community Discourse (Kingdom Accountability)
• 23-25 : Woes, Coming Kingdom (Final Warnings)

Even more than that, theologian B.W. Bacon has argued this organization is part of Matthew’s 
attempt to present his Gospel as the new…? (Think 5 part book) Pentateuch (the first five books of 
the Hebrew Scriptures written by Moses). Bacon suggested the Gospel was structured by an alternating 
five-fold pattern of discourses and narrative, which combine to form five “books.”

While it is fair to point out some criticisms of his views, Bacon’s fundamental insight is on track. 
Matthew does gather his teachings into large blocks, and there are examples of other Jewish literature 
that consciously imitate the Pentateuch’s five book-structure. The point here is just as Moses is dubbed 
as the teacher of Israel, Matthew presents Jesus’ teaching in a way that parallels him with Moses, i.e. 
the new teacher of Israel.

Moses and Setting up the Sermon

While the entire first discourse (the Sermon on the Mount) could be looked at from the perspective of 
Jesus as the new Moses, I will focus mainly on the set up to the sermon. Four things point to Matthew 
describing Jesus as the new Moses as he goes up to give the new law.

First, Matthew puts the sermon in the larger context of the coming of a new prophet. Just prior to the 
sermon in Matthew 4:12–17, Jesus hears that John the Baptist has been thrown into prison. The 
significance of John’s imprisonment can hardly be overestimated. Matthew 3 portrays John as an Old 
Testament prophet, yet John himself prophecies one greater than he is about to come (Matt 3:11–12). 
Matthew immediately identifies Jesus, through the account of his baptism, as the one who is greater 
than John (Matt 3:13–17).



Readers should then be attuned to the sequence of Matthew 4 into Matthew 5: John, the Old Testament 
prophet, is arrested, and his ministry ends. It is only at that point does Jesus begin his own ministry. 
Something very important has ended, and something even more important has begun. John is the last of
the Old Testament prophets (Matt 11:13–14), and when he passes from the scene, an eschatologically 
new era commences. Now the prophet has come, and he is about to give his first teaching.

Second, the first words of Matthew’s prologue to the sermon also recall Mosaic imagery. The words 
“he went up on the mountain” are a verbatim quotation of Exodus 19:3. In Exodus 19, the description is
of Moses ascending Sinai to receive the law. As others have noted, this particular phrase occurs only 
three times in the Greek Old Testament. Each of the three times it is in reference to Moses’ ascent to 
Sinai (Ex 19:3, 24:18, 34:4).

Third, Matthew describes the mountain as “the mountain.” Matthew usually does not use a definite 
article when referring to a mountain unless a mountain is mentioned in the preceding context (Matt 8:1,
17:9). This would be called the anaphoric (referencing) use of the article. But in Matthew 5:1, there is 
no immediately preceding mountain mentioned. This indicates it Matthew may be referencing a very 
specific mountain that the listeners would know from context. Matthew is inviting a comparison 
between the beatitudes mountain and the most prominent mount in the Old Testament, Sinai.

Finally, Matthew describes Jesus as sitting down to teach. This recalls Moses’ stance when he received 
God’s law on Mount Sinai. Although the verb in the Hebrew is debated, references in early Jewish texts
show that Jewish interpreters regarded Deuteronomy 9:9 as meaning Moses sat down on the mountain. 
All three of these details place the sermon under the lens of Sinai. Unfortunately, many note these 
opening Mosaic parallels and then stop. But the parallels continue throughout the sermon through 
Matthew’s use of grouped discourses. Matthew’s point seems to be to connect the law of the Torah with
the law of the new covenant. Jesus delivers the new covenant teaching as the new Moses.

Conclusion

Jesus’ prophetic role in Matthew connects to Moses in many ways, but more important than the 
connections is what it means for the purpose of the sermon on the mount. By being the new Moses, 
Jesus brings the NEW law to the people in a prophetic way. This means he’s not just bringing the law 
of his own accord, but is solely acting at the command of God. This is why the people were amazed at 
how he taught unlike other teachers. He was bringing a law that religious leaders or anyone else 
couldn’t do of their own accord. He was specifically chosen like prophets before him to bring authority 
straight from God Himself. And like everyone who’s ever heard God’s voice before, the people knew 
immediately that this is someone whose authority demands recognition.
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