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What we have come to call the Sermon on the Mount is a 
concise statement of Jesus’ teachings on how to actually live 
in the reality of God’s present kingdom available to us from 
the very space surrounding our bodies.  

da l l a s  w i l l a r d ,  The Divine Conspiracy
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Je s u s ’  “s e r mon  on  t h e  mou n t ”  is the most valu-
able piece of knowledge for right living that has ever been 
given to human beings. Learning to live in the manner in 
which Jesus instructs us is the great challenge for you and me 
in these early decades of the 21st Century.

The great temptation is for us to explain away these life-
giving words as an impossible ideal. But, it is right here that 
we need to see the relevance of “the impossible ideal.” To be 
sure, these words are “impossible” without our experiencing a 
deeply formed life into Christlikeness. It is only God who can 
bring about such deep interior transformation of heart and 
mind and soul.

But, and here is the good news, we are invited into an 
interactive partnership with God to bring about this needed 
transformation. Understanding this partnership with 
God leads us into the Classical Disciplines of the spiritual 
life: Disciplines like meditation and fasting and study and 
simplicity and celebration and so much more. These Spiritual 
Disciplines are the means of God’s grace for bringing forth 
into the subterranean chambers of our heart the supernatural 
fruit of love and joy and peace and patience, and kindness and 
generosity and faithfulness and gentleness and self-control. Far 
beyond behavior modification this involves profound inward 
character transformation. We apply the means of grace; God 
alone brings about the deep-rooted renovation of the heart we 
so urgently need.

* * *
The twelve selections on the Sermon on the Mount in this 
booklet are taken from a new collection gathered together by 
Charles Moore and published under the title Following the 
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Call: Living the Sermon on the Mount Together. Charles has 
brought together over one hundred selections from across 
Christian history from the 2nd century to the 20th. Ever since 
first reading Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship as a teenager 
I have had a keen interest in the literature written about the 
Sermon on the Mount. So, I can assure you that Following the 
Call will provide you with a good taste of the wealth of litera-
ture that is written on this most famous passage of Scripture.

We today are a distracted people . . . distracted by muchness 
and manyness. This is precisely why we so desperately need 
the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount in our day. Oh, how 
we need to study it, to pray through it and to practice it. The 
Sermon on the Mount is an invitation for the formation of a 
loving fellowship of ordinary disciples who are willing to learn 
how to live as Jesus teaches us to live.

Richard J. Foster 
Fall 2021
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Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.
Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.
Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude 
you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man.
Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward 
is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the 
prophets. . .

Luke 6:20-23

Virginia Stem Owens (1941–)
Texan author and teacher.

W h e n  I  a s s ig n e d  my freshman English   class 
 “The Sermon on the Mount,” a selection in their 
 rhetoric textbook taken from the King James  

Version, I had expected them to have at least a nodding 
acquaintance with the reading and to express a modicum of 
piety in their written responses. After all, Texas has always 
been considered at least marginally part of the Bible Belt.

The first paper I picked up began, “In my opinion religion 
is one big hoax.” I was mildly surprised since this came from a 
student who had never expressed a single iconoclastic notion 
the entire semester. I glanced at the opening sentence of the 
next paper: “There is an old saying that ‘you shouldn’t believe 
everything you read’ and it applies in this case.”

All right, I thought. Maybe this is just a fluke. I reached 
for the third paper. “It is hard to believe something that was 
written down thousands of years ago,” it began. “In the Bible 
Adam and Eve were the first two people and if they were then 
where did black people come from? Also the Bible says nothing 
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about dinosaurs and I think God would of mentioned them.”
I put down my red pen. This was no fluke. What I had here 

was a major trend.
It was not, of course, the loose-jointed logic nor the mini-

malist approach to spelling and punctuation that surprised 
me. Although as a teacher I might feel duty-bound to probe 
their syllogisms and circle their misspellings, the question that 
I was personally interested in was, Why were these students 
(a) so angry at what they had read, and (b) so blithe in their 
dismissal of it? My own introduction to the Sermon on the 
Mount as a child in Sunday School had been accompanied by 
pastel poster illustrations of Jesus sitting, like a patient Mister 
Rogers, on a green hillside surrounded by eager, pink children. 
It had never occurred to me either to be angry or to turn away 
from such a scene.

As I read on, the answer to the first part of my question 
became clear. To wit:

“The stuff the churches preach is extremely strict and allows 
for almost no fun without thinking it is a sin or not.”

“I did not like the essay ‘Sermon the Mount.’ It was hard to 
read and made me feel like I had to be perfect and no one is.”

“The things asked in this sermon are absurd. To look 
at a woman is adultery? That is the most extreme, stupid, 
un-human statement that I have ever heard.”

At this point I began to be encouraged. There is some-
thing exquisitely innocent about not realizing you shouldn’t 
call Jesus stupid. This was not exactly intellectual agnosti-
cism talking here, usually the perceived foe of the faith. It was 
just down-home hedonism. It was Herod watching Salome 
dance. It was the disciples asking “Who then can be saved?” 
when Jesus deflated their dreams of wealth with the needle’s 
eye. This was the real thing, a pristine response to the gospel, 
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unfiltered through a two-millennia cultural haze.
In fact, the anger was preferable to the blithe dismissal of 

the text I found in other papers.
“Many believe that this sermon should be taken liter-

ally. I believe, on the other hand, that, because the scriptures 
have been interpreted from so many different languages, we 
should use them as a guide – not law. Another fallback is that 
certain Beatitudes are irrelevant to current life-styles. Loving 
your enemies, for instance, is obviously not observed by the 
majority today.”

Unfortunately, I have yet to come across a student who sees 
any logical contradiction between this morality-by-consensus 
stance and their favorite proverb. Who’s to say? It’s different 
things to different people.

In another paper, however, one which also relied on the 
irrelevancy premise, I found the most disconcerting assess-
ment of all.

“In this essay the author explains the doctrines of an era in 
the past which cannot be brought into the future in the same 
context. This essay now cannot be taken the same way it was 
written. It can be used as a guideline for good manners.”

Good manners! Was this all that remained of the old-fash-
ioned piety I had expected? The Sermon on the Mount reduced 
to suggestions by Emily Post? . . .

So what do I make of these responses? First of all, I now 
understand why, in literature classes, one has to explain the 
simplest biblical allusions, even references to Jonah and the 
whale or Noah and the ark. Beyond that, however, I find it 
strangely heartening that, except for the young man who 
found the Sermon on the Mount a guide to good manners, 
the Bible remains offensive to honest, ignorant ears, just as it 
was in the first century. For me, that somehow validates its 
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significance. Whereas the scriptures almost lost their char-
acteristically astringent flavor during the past century, the 
current widespread biblical illiteracy should catapult us into 
a situation more nearly approximating that of their original, 
first-century audience. The Bible will no longer be choked by 
cloying cultural associations. ◆
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Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
Matthew 5:5

Elisabeth Elliot (1926–2015)
Missionary to Ecuador and popular radio host.

Th e  wor l d  c a n no t  fathom strength proceeding 
from weakness, gain proceeding from loss, or power 
from meekness. Christians apprehend these truths 

very slowly, if at all, for we are strongly influenced by secular 
thinking. Let’s stop and concentrate on what Jesus meant when 
he said that the meek would inherit the earth. Do we under-
stand what meekness truly is? Think first about what it isn’t.

It is not a naturally phlegmatic temperament. I knew a 
woman who was so phlegmatic that nothing seemed to make 
much difference to her at all. While drying dishes for her one 
day in her kitchen I asked where I should put a serving platter.

“Oh, I don’t know. Wherever you think would be a good 
place,” was her answer. I wondered how she managed to find 
things if there wasn’t a place for everything (and everything in 
its place). . . .

Meekness is most emphatically not weakness. Do you 
remember who was the meekest man in the Old Testament? 
Moses! (Num. 12:3). My mental image of him is not of a feeble 
man. It is shaped by Michelangelo’s sculpture and painting and 
by the biblical descriptions. Think of him murdering the Egyp-
tian, smashing the tables of the commandments, grinding the 
golden calf to a powder, scattering it on the water and making 
the Israelites drink it. Nary a hint of weakness there, nor in 
David, who wrote, “The meek will he guide in judgment” 
(Psalm 25:9), nor in Isaiah, who wrote, “The meek also shall 
increase their joy in the Lord” (Isa. 29:19).
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The Lord Jesus was the Lamb of God, and when we think 
of lambs we think of meekness (and perhaps weakness), but he 
was also the Lion of Judah, and he said, “I am meek and lowly 
in heart” (Matt. 11:29). He told us that we can find rest for our 
souls if we will come to him, take his yoke, and learn. What we 
must learn is meekness. It doesn’t come naturally to any of us. 

Meekness is teachability. “The meek will he teach his way” 
(Ps. 25:9). It is the readiness to be shown, which includes the 
readiness to lay down my fixed notions, my objections and 
“what ifs” or “but what abouts,” my certainties about the right-
ness of what I have always done or thought or said. It is the 
child’s glad “Show me! Is this the way? Please help me.” We 
won’t make it into the kingdom without that childlikeness, 
that simple willingness to be taught and corrected and helped. 
“Receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able to 
save your souls” (James 1:21). Meekness is an explicitly spiritual 
quality, a fruit of the Spirit, learned, not inherited. It shows in 
the kind of attention we pay to one another, the tone of voice 
we use, the facial expression.

One weekend I spoke in Atlanta on this subject, and the 
following weekend I was to speak on it again in Philadelphia. 
As very often happens, I was sorely tested on that very point 
in the few days in between. That sore test was my chance to 
be taught and changed and helped. At the same time I was 
strongly tempted to indulge in the very opposite of meekness: 
sulking. Someone had hurt me. He or she was the one who 
needed to be changed! I felt I was misunderstood, unfairly 
treated, and unduly berated. Although I managed to keep my 
mouth shut, both the Lord and I knew that my thoughts did 
not spring from a depth of lovingkindness and holy charity. I 
wanted to vindicate myself to the offender. That was a revela-
tion of how little I knew of meekness. 
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The Spirit of God reminded me that it was he who had 
provided this very thing to bring that lesson of meekness which 
I could learn nowhere else. He was literally putting me on the 
spot: Would I choose, here and now, to learn of him, learn his 
meekness? He was despised, rejected, reviled, pierced, crushed, 
oppressed, afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth. What 
was this little incident of mine by comparison with my Lord’s 
suffering? He brought to mind Jesus’ willingness not only to 
eat with Judas, who would soon betray him, but also to kneel 
before him and wash his dirty feet. He showed me the look the 
Lord gave Peter when he had three times denied him – a look 
of unutterable love and forgiveness, a look of meekness which 
overpowered Peter’s cowardice and selfishness, and brought 
him to repentance. I thought of his meekness as he hung 
pinioned on the cross, praying even in his agony for his Father’s 
forgiveness for his killers. There was no venom or bitterness 
there, only the final proof of a sublime and invincible love. 

But how shall I, not born with the smallest shred of that 
quality, I who love victory by argument and put-down, ever 
learn that holy meekness? The prophet Zephaniah tells us to 
seek it (Zeph. 2:3). We must walk (live) in the Spirit, not grati-
fying the desires of the sinful nature (for example, my desire 
to answer back, to offer excuses and accusations, my desire to 
show up the other’s fault instead of to be shown my own). We 
must “clothe” ourselves (Col. 3:12) with meekness – put it on, 
like a garment. This entails an explicit choice: I will be meek. I 
will not sulk, will not retaliate, will not carry a chip. 

A steadfast look at Jesus instead of at the injury makes a 
very great difference. Seeking to see things in his light changes 
the aspect altogether. 

In Pilgrim’s Progress, Prudence asks Christian in the House 
Beautiful, “Can you remember by what means you find your 
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annoyances, at times, as if they were vanquished?” 
“Yes,” says Christian, “when I think what I saw at the cross, 

that will do it.” ◆
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Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; 
I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until 
heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a 
letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. Therefore, 
whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and 
teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom 
of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called 
great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you, unless your righ-
teousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 
enter the kingdom of heaven.

Matthew 5:17-20

Jürgen Moltmann (1926–)
German Protestant theologian.

If  w e  wa n t  to  k now  what it means to be “a child 
of God,” then we have to look at Jesus, the Son. He called 
God his Father and became the friend of the enemies 

of his class and his nation, a friend of sinners and tax collec-
tors. He called God his Father and went to his death without 
defending himself, praying for his murderers as he died. The 
disciples who followed him were therefore right to call him 
“Son of God,” for he was no one else’s son and belonged to no 
other party.

In community with that Son of God from Nazareth we 
discover who God the Father is, and find out what it means to 
be his child on earth. We have been enemies of our enemies 
long enough. In the discipleship of Jesus we experience the 
liberating power of love, love that is quite literally disarming.

The love which Jesus put in the place of retaliation is love 
of our enemy. Mutual love is nothing special. It only means 
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repaying good with good. But love of our enemy is not love 
as repayment; it is prevenient and creative love. Anyone who 
repays evil with good is truly free. He no longer merely reacts. 
He creates something new. He follows nothing but his own 
resolve, and no longer lets the rules of action be dictated by 
his opponent. Jesus did not die cursing his enemies, but with a 
prayer for them on his lips. He gave his life for the people who 
condemned him and put him to death. In his life, his suffer-
ings, and his death, he revealed to us the perfection of God. 
“Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

But in what does God’s perfection consist? Certainly not 
in perfectionism in any sense. It lies in the love which is long-
suffering, patient, and kind, which bears no grudge, which 
endures all things, believes all things, hopes all things (1 Cor. 
13). God loves his enemies, blesses them, does good to them, 
and does not set evil against evil: that is his perfection. And 
it is from this that we all live. From this the whole world lives, 
even if it does not know it. God sustains and preserves every-
thing, because he has hope for everyone. His perfection is his 
limitless capacity for suffering. He is all-powerful because he 
is all-enduring. His uniqueness is the unfathomably creative 
power of his love. 

If this were not so, none of us would be able to talk about 
the love of God he or she has experienced, for he loved us 
when we were still his enemies. While we were godless, Christ 
died for us. And his Spirit disarms us when we want to be 
the enemies of other people. God’s children – that means the 
enemies whom God has overcome. They are disarmed. They 
become creative. They can no longer repay evil with evil. They 
must always discover some way of doing good in return for the 
evil done to them. We escape from the vicious circle of mutual 
deterrents and follow another law, the law of the creative God. 
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We see the sun of a new day. It dawns on the evil and the good, 
making no distinction between them. God gives life and the 
warmth of life to all of us – to the evil first of all, because they 
need it most. We feel the rain which falls on the parched earth 
and makes it fruitful. In the same way God lets the rain fall on 
the just and the unjust, so that they too may live – here first of 
all on the just, because they need it. These are the great images 
for the new orientation towards God which liberates us. . . .

Nor does God come to us by way of anything less than love 
for our enemy. God does not ask about good and evil, because 
even my good is not good before him. God’s love seeks the 
enemy and is perfected in the enemy. If it were not for this, 
none of us could talk about God’s love at all. Apart from this, 
none of us becomes the child of this God. This is the way Jesus, 
in his life and death, brought God to us. God’s children are 
enemies who have been overcome. God’s children live from a 
hard and costly love. It cost God the death of the Son. Through 
him, children of God are liberated from ever narrower spirals 
of hate in the heart and enmity in the world. They emerge from 
these prisons and see the sun of a new day, which rises in the 
morning over the evil and the good. ◆
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Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be 
seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in 
heaven.
So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, 
as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that 
they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received 
their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand 
know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be 
done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

Matthew 6:1-4

Mother Teresa (1910–1997)
Founder of the Missionaries of Charity and Catholic saint.

Li s t e n  i n  s i l e nc e ,  because if your heart is full 
of other things you cannot hear the voice of God. But 
when you have listened to the voice of God in the still-

ness of your heart, then your heart is filled with God. This will 
need much sacrifice, but if we really mean to pray and want to 
pray we must be ready to do it now. These are only the first steps 
toward prayer, but if we never make the first step with a deter-
mination, we will not reach the last one: the presence of God. 

This is what we have to learn right from the beginning: to 
listen to the voice of God in our heart, and then in the silence 
of the heart God speaks. Then from the fullness of our hearts, 
our mouth will have to speak. That is the connection. In the 
silence of the heart, God speaks and you have to listen. Then in 
the fullness of your heart, because it is full of God, full of love, 
full of compassion, full of faith, your mouth will speak. 

Remember, before you speak, it is necessary to listen, and 
only then, from the fullness of your heart you speak and God 
listens. ◆
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Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before 
you ask him.

Matthew 6:8

Helmut Thielicke (1908–1986)
Protestant theologian and rector of the University of Hamburg.

How  di d  J e s u s  come to love his enemies? 
What actually happened when Jesus practiced that 
deepest of all love that made it possible for him 

to pray for his enemies even on the cross? What he said was: 
“. . . for they know not what they do.” And surely he could say 
this only if he saw in them something completely different 
from a sadistic, excited mob of people, a wild crowd of human 
beasts. He could say this only if he saw in all who stood 
slavering and shouting around his cross – lost and strayed 
children of God.

His gaze penetrated the outer dirty surface and saw beneath 
it something entirely different, something these people were 
really meant to be, that God really intended them to be, the 
plan he had for them. Every person is ultimately a thought of 
God; true, a dreadfully distorted and almost unrecognizable 
one, but nevertheless a thought of God. And when the church 
of Jesus Christ sends its pastors into the cells of even the worst 
criminals and malefactors and in the night before their execu-
tion, in the moment before the law demands its retribution, 
invites them to the royal table of the Lord, then there occurs 
the same event that took place in Jesus’ prayer for his tormen-
tors and persecutors. Then the church of Jesus bears witness 
that it still sees in the criminal this thought of God, declares 
that he is a child of God, recognizes a sonship which he has 
lost, but therefore once possessed, and now offers it to him 
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again in the name of the sufferings and death of his Savior. 
Ralf Luther once expressed it this way: “To love one’s enemy 

does not mean to love the mire in which the pearl lies, but to 
love the pearl that lies in the mire.” So love for one’s enemy is 
not based on an act of will, a kind of “self-control” by which 
I try to suppress all feelings of hatred (this would only lead to 
complexes and false and forced actions), but rather upon a gift, 
a gift of grace that gives me new eyes, so that with these new 
eyes I can see something divine in others. . . .

When the people who were looked upon with the eyes of 
Jesus realized that those eyes recognized in them their lost and 
buried sonship, they were suddenly changed and then were able 
to recover. The eyes of Jesus and the eyes of a disciple not only 
see the pearl but also “release” it, help to bring out the sonship 
of God in the other person.

And every one of us can have the same experience, if we 
would. What an indescribable liberation it is for a fallen, hate-
filled, embittered, evil person to meet a person whose eyes do 
not stop at his sordid exterior, and thus merely force him to 
make his armor of mire and spite thicker and more impen-
etrable and cover himself with another isolating layer of 
defiance and stubbornness! What a liberation for him to meet 
someone who sees through that armor. . . .

This Jesus, who stands over there amongst our enviers and 
haters, is asking that we take our stand with him  and discover 
the terribly ravaged sonship within our brothers and sisters 
and with love woo it from its grave.

Don’t you see? This is the gospel – with all its difficult and 
strange talk of loving one’s enemies. That’s what it is. This 
world which is choking and dying of hate and revenge is 
waiting for the new and renewing eyes of his disciples. It is 
waiting for the eyes that see man’s sonship and therefore also 
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see the bridge that leads to the neighbor’s heart and even to the 
enemy’s heart. 

That neighbor of yours who gets on your nerves – he is 
waiting for that look. That fellow worker with whom you are 
at odds, that son of yours who is breaking your heart and 
whom you hardly know what to do with, that husband who 
has changed so sadly and disappointed you so bitterly, and all 
the others who bring tension and discord into your life. All of 
them are waiting for you to discover in them what Jesus saw 
in them and what gave him the strength to die for them. All of 
them, friends and enemies, the good and the bad, are beloved, 
straying, erring children of the Father in heaven who is seeking 
them in pain and agony. ◆
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Pray then in this way:  
Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.

Matthew 6:9

Cyprian of Carthage (ca. 210–258)
North African early Christian bishop and saint. 

A n d  s o ,  de a r  f r i e n d s , since we call God our  
 Father, let us remember to act like children of God, so  
 that he may find pleasure in having us as his chil-

dren, just as we do in having him as our Father. ◆
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And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. . . .  
For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father 
will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will 
your Father forgive your trespasses.

Matthew 6:12; 14-15

Dorothy L. Sayers (1893–1957)
English mystery writer and popularizer of Christian theology.

Forgi v e n e s s  i s  a very difficult matter. Many vari-
eties of behavior go by that name, and not all of them 
are admirable. There is the kind that says: “I forgive 

her as a Christian, but I shall never speak to her again.” This 
is adequately dealt with by the caustic definition: “Christian 
forgiveness, which is no forgiveness at all,” and need not be 
discussed, any more than the self-interest of those who

Drink the champagne that she sends them, 
But they never can forget.

There is also the priggish variety, which greets persecu-
tion with the ostentatious announcement, “I forgive you, 
Jones, and I will pray for you.” This, though it can base itself 
strongly on ethical and Scriptural sanction, shares with paci-
fism the serious practical disadvantage of so inflaming the 
evil passions of Jones that if the injured party had malignantly 
determined to drive Jones to the devil he could scarcely have 
hit upon a surer way. There is the conditional: “I will forgive 
you on condition you say you are sorry and never do it again.” 
That has about it something which smacks too much of a legal 
bargain, and we are forced to remember that no man is so free 
from trespass himself that he can afford to insist on conditions. 
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Only God is in a position to do that; and we recall the Catholic 
teaching that confession, contrition and amendment are the 
necessary conditions of absolution. But if we assert that divine 
forgiveness is of this bargaining kind, we meet with a thun-
dering denial from poet and prophet and from God himself:

Doth Jehovah forgive a debt only on condition that it shall
Be payed? Doth he forgive pollution only on conditions of 

purity?
That debt is not forgiven! That pollution is not forgiven!
Such is the forgiveness of the gods, the moral virtues of the
Heathen, whose tender mercies are cruelty. But Jehovah’s 

salvation
Is without money and without price, in the continual forgive-

ness of sins,
In the perpetual mutual sacrifice in great eternity. For behold!
There is none that liveth and sinneth not! And this is the 

covenant
Of Jehovah. “If you forgive one another, so shall Jehovah forgive 

you;
That He Himself may dwell among you.”

(William Blake, Jerusalem)

God’s conditions, it appears, are of another kind. There is 
nothing about demanding repentance and restitution or 
promises not to offend again: we must forgive uncondition-
ally if we hope to be forgiven ourselves: “as we forgive our 
debtors” – “unto seventy times seven.”

It may be easier to understand what forgiveness is, if we first 
clear away misconceptions about what it does. It does not wipe 
out the consequences of the sin. The words and images used 
for forgiveness in the New Testament frequently have to do 
with the cancellation of a debt: and it is scarcely necessary to 
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point out that when a debt is cancelled, this does not mean that 
the money is miraculously restored from nowhere. It means 
only that the obligation originally due from the borrower is 
voluntarily discharged by the lender. If I injure you and you 
mulct me in damages, then I bear the consequences; if you 
forbear to prosecute, then you bear the consequences. If the 
injury is irreparable, and you are vindictive, injury is added to 
injury; if you are forgiving and I am repentant, then we share 
the consequences and gain a friendship. But in every case 
the consequences are borne by somebody. The Parable of the 
Unmerciful Servant adds a further illuminating suggestion: 
that forgiveness is not merely a mutual act, but a social act. If 
injuries are not forgiven all round, the grace of pardon is made 
ineffective, and the inexorable judgment of the Law is forced 
into operation.

One thing emerges from all this: that forgiveness is not a 
doing-away of consequences; nor is it primarily a remission 
of punishment. A child may be forgiven and “let off” punish-
ment, or punished and then forgiven; either way may bring 
good results. But no good will come of leaving him unpunished 
and unforgiven.

Forgiveness is the re-establishment of a right relationship, in 
which the parties can genuinely feel and behave as freely with 
one another as though the unhappy incident had never taken 
place. But it is impossible to enjoy a right relationship with an 
offender who, when pardoned, continues to behave in an obdu-
rate and unsocial manner to the injured party and to those 
whom he has injured, because there is something in him that 
obstructs the relationship. So that, while God does not, and 
man dare not, demand repentance as a condition for bestowing 
pardon, repentance remains an essential condition for 
receiving it. Hence the church’s twofold insistence – first that 
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repentance is necessary, and secondly that all sin is pardoned 
instantly in the mere fact of the sinner’s repentance. Nobody 
has to sit about being humiliated in the outer office while God 
dispatches important business, before condescending to issue 
a stamped official discharge accompanied by an improving 
lecture. Like the father of the prodigal son, God can see repen-
tance coming a great way off and is there to meet it, and the 
repentance is the reconciliation. ◆
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Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and 
rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up 
for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust 
consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where 
your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

Matthew 6:19-21

A. W. Tozer (1897–1963)
Christian and Missionary Alliance pastor and magazine editor.

Th e r e  i s  w i t h i n  the human heart a tough 
fibrous root of fallen life whose nature is to possess, 
always to possess. It covets “things” with a deep and 

fierce passion. The pronouns “my” and “mine” look innocent 
enough in print, but their constant and universal use is signif-
icant. They express the real nature of the old Adamic man 
better than a thousand volumes of theology could do. They 
are verbal symptoms of our deep disease. The roots of our 
hearts have grown down into things, and we dare not pull up 
one rootlet lest we die. Things have become necessary to us, a 
development never originally intended. God’s gifts now take 
the place of God, and the whole course of nature is upset by 
the monstrous substitution. . . .

Now, what should he do? . . . No careless or casual deal-
ings will suffice. Let him come to God in full determination to 
be heard. Let him insist that God accept his all, that He take 
things out of his heart and Himself reign there in power. It may 
be he will need to become specific, to name things and people 
by their names one by one. . . . The ancient curse will not go 
out painlessly; the tough old miser within us will not lie down 
and die obedient to our command. He must be torn out of our 
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heart like a plant from the soil; he must be extracted in agony 
and blood like a tooth from the jaw. He must be expelled from 
our soul by violence as Christ expelled the money changers 
from the temple. And we shall need to steel ourselves against 
his piteous begging, and to recognize it as springing out of self-
pity, one of the most reprehensible sins of the human heart. ◆
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Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will 
eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will 
wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 
Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather 
into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not 
of more value than they? And can any of you by worrying add a 
single hour to your span of life? 
And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the 
field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even 
Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. But 
if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and 
tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 
you—you of little faith? Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What 
will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ 
For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed 
your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.

Matthew 6:19-21

Howard Thurman (1899–1981)
African American pastor, philosopher, and civil rights leader. 

We  s pr e a d  b e for e  t h e e , our Father, all of  
 the mounting concerns of our lives and even as  
 we do so we are not sure of what thou canst do 

about them. But there is within us the great necessity to expose 
the heights and the depths of our concerns to thee, whose 
wisdom transcends our little wisdoms, whose caring contains 
all the reaches of our own love, and whose mind holds all our 
little minds in their place.

We are concerned as we hear the tidings of the destruc-
tion and the suffering from the raging storms and winds and 
the snows of winter, as in combination they beat down upon 
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thy children in other lands. The suffering, the desolation, the 
panic, the fear – these reach us even in the quietness. . . . We 
try to encompass in the sweep of our awareness the intimate 
overtones of colossal misery and frustration and hurt and pain 
and hate and love. One by one we might speak of our various 
desires. But thou knowest how far these reach and where they 
are limited and bounded by our ignorance or our indifference 
or by the intensity of the personal struggle with which we 
ourselves are faced.

We lay bare the personal concerns of our private lives: the 
decisions we must make and do not know how to make; the 
anxiety which we feel because of what is going on within our 
minds or our bodies, the outcome of which we cannot even 
guess. The little awareness of the little problems of our little 
lives mounts to overwhelming proportions when we still 
ourselves in thy waiting presence. We ask nothing. We wait. 
We wait, our Father, until at last something of thy strength 
becomes our strength, something of thy heart becomes our 
heart, something of thy forgiveness becomes our forgiveness. 
We wait, O God, we wait. ◆
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Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw your pearls 
before swine, or they will trample them under foot and turn and 
maul you.

Matthew 7:6

Dallas Willard (1935–2013)
American philosopher and writer on Christian spiritual formation.

Th e  l ong - s ta n da r d  u s e  of this verse is 
directly opposed to the spirit of Jesus and his teach-
ings. That use suggests that we may have certain 

wonderful treasures, of truth and of service perhaps, that we 
could give to others. Perhaps the “treasure” is the very gospel 
itself. But there are some who are not worthy of those treasures. 
We have to watch for such people. Normally they are thought 
of as people who will not accept our “treasure” or would not 
use it rightly. They are the “pigs” or the “dogs” in question. 
And we are not to waste our good things on these worthless or 
evil people. So goes the standard reading of verse 6. 

But it is hard to imagine anything more opposed to the 
spirit of Jesus than this. Indeed, the very coming of Christ, the 
pearl of God, into the world, would be a case of pearls before 
pigs thus understood. 

So let us be clear once and for all that Jesus is not suggesting 
that certain classes of people are to be viewed as pigs or dogs. 
Nor is he saying that we should not give good things and do 
good deeds to people who might reject or misuse them. In fact, 
his teaching is precisely the opposite. We are to be like the 
Father in the heavens, “who is kind to the unthankful and the 
evil” (Luke 6:35). 

The problem with pearls for pigs is not that the pigs are not 
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worthy. It is not worthiness that is in question here at all, but 
helpfulness. Pigs cannot digest pearls, cannot nourish them-
selves upon them. Likewise for a dog with a Bible or a crucifix. 
The dog cannot eat it. The reason these animals will finally 
“turn and rend you,” when you one day step up to them with 
another load of Bibles or pearls, is that you at least are edible. 
Anyone who has ever had serious responsibilities of caring for 
animals will understand immediately what Jesus is saying. 

And what a picture this is of our efforts to correct and 
control others by pouring our good things, often truly precious 
things, upon them – things that they nevertheless simply 
cannot ingest and use to nourish themselves. Often we do not 
even listen to them. We “know” without listening. Jesus saw 
it going on around him all the time, as we do today. And the 
outcome is usually exactly the same as with the pig and the 
dog. Our good intentions make little difference. The needy 
person will finally become angry and attack us. The point is 
not the waste of the “pearl” but that the person given the pearl 
is not helped. 

How often this happens between child and parent! Along 
with condemnation – they usually go hand in hand – the 
counterattack is the number one cause of alienation between 
the generations. Our children or others do not know what else 
to do with us pearl-pushers. And even though they love us – as 
parent or friend, for example – they simply cannot take any 
more of our “pushy irrelevance,” as they see it, or possibly our 
stubborn blindness. 

Forcing religion upon the young even though it makes no 
sense to them is a major reason why they “graduate” from 
church about the same time they graduate from high school 
and do not return for twenty years, if ever. The gap is only 
widened when the elders are in turn condemned for not 
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responding to the newfound wisdom of the young. 
Frankly, our “pearls” often are offered with a certain supe-

riority of bearing that keeps us from paying attention to 
those we are trying to help. We have solutions. That should be 
enough, shouldn’t it? And very quickly some contempt, impa-
tience, anger, and even condemnation slips into our offer. 

And the very goodness of our “pearl” may make us think 
that we couldn’t possibly have the wrong attitude toward the 
intended recipient. Would we be offering them such pearls if 
our heart were not right? Unfortunately, we just might. It has 
been done. And how we honestly feel when our “pearl” is left 
there on the ground to be walked on by the unenthusiastic 
recipient will be a pretty good sign of where our heart was in 
the first place. ◆
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In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for 
this is the law and the prophets.

Matthew 7:12

John Wesley (1703–1791)
Founder of the Methodist movement in the Church of England.

He r e  i s  a  pl a i n  ru l e , always ready at hand, 
always to be applied. In all cases relating to your 
neighbor, make his case your own. Suppose the 

circumstances were changed. Suppose yourself to be just as he is 
now. Then beware that you indulge neither temper nor thought, 
that no word gets out of your lips, that you take no step, which 
you would have condemned in him upon the reverse of the 
circumstances. If understood in a direct and positive sense, the 
meaning is plain. “Whatever you could reasonably desire of 
him, supposing you were in his circumstances, do that to the 
uttermost of your power, to every person on earth.”

We can apply this in one or two obvious instances. It is 
clear to every person’s conscience that we would not want 
others to judge us. We would not want anyone to think evil of 
us, either lightly or without cause. We would not have anyone 
speak evil of us, or publish our real faults or failings. Apply 
this to yourself. . . .

We would have all people love and esteem us. We would 
have them behave toward us according to justice, mercy, and 
truth. We would have them do all of the good for us that 
they can without injuring themselves. In all outward things, 
according to the known rule, their luxury should give way to 
our conveniences. Their conveniences should give way to our 
necessities. Their necessities should give way to our extreme 
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needs. Now, let us walk by the same rule. Let us do to all as we 
would have them do unto us. Let us love and honor all people. 
Let justice, mercy and truth govern all of our minds and 
actions. . . .

Believe in Jesus Christ and your faith will work by love. You 
will love the Lord your God because he has loved you. You 
will love your neighbor as yourself. Then, it will be your glory 
to exert and increase this love; not merely by abstaining from 
what is contrary to it, every unkind thought, word, and action, 
but by showing all that kindness to every man which you 
would have him show to you. ◆
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Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds 
were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having 
authority, and not as their scribes.

Matthew 7:28-29

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945)
Lutheran theologian executed under Hitler.

We  h av e  l i s t e n e d  to the Sermon on the  
 Mount and perhaps have understood it. But who  
 has heard it aright? Jesus gives the answer at the 

end. He does not allow his hearers to go away and make of 
his sayings what they will, picking and choosing from them 
whatever they find helpful, and testing them to see if they 
work. He does not give them free rein to misuse his word with 
their mercenary hands, but gives it to them on condition that 
it retains exclusive power over them. Humanly speaking, we 
could understand and interpret the Sermon on the Mount in 
a thousand different ways. Jesus knows only one possibility: 
simple surrender and obedience, not interpreting it or applying 
it, but doing and obeying it. That is the only way to hear his 
word. But again he does not mean that it is to be discussed as 
an ideal, he really means us to get on with it.

This word, whose claim we recognize, this word which 
issues from his saying “I have known thee,” this word which 
sets us at once to work and obedience, is the rock on which to 
build our house. The only proper response to this word which 
Jesus brings with him from eternity is simply to do it. Jesus has 
spoken: his is the word, ours the obedience. Only in the doing 
of it does the word of Jesus retain its honor, might, and power 
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among us. Now the storm can rage over the house, but it cannot 
shatter that union with him, which his word has created.

There is only one other possibility, that of failing to do it. 
It is impossible to want to do it and yet not do it. To deal with 
the word of Jesus otherwise than by doing it is to give him the 
lie. It is to deny the Sermon on the Mount and to say No to 
his word. If we start asking questions, posing problems, and 
offering interpretations, we are not doing his word. Once again 
the shades of the rich young man and the lawyer of Luke 10 
are raising their heads. However vehemently we assert our 
faith, and our fundamental recognition of his word, Jesus still 
calls it “not-doing.” But the word which we fail to do is no rock 
to build a house on. There can then be no union with Jesus. 
He has never known us. That is why as soon as the hurricane 
begins we lose the word, and find that we have never really 
believed it. The word we had was not Christ’s, but a word we 
had wrested from him and made our own by reflecting on it 
instead of doing it. So our house crashes in ruins, because it is 
not founded on the word of Jesus Christ. ◆
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