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PREFACE
About ten years ago, I was privileged to attend a Sunday morning Bible class series
taught by Larry Chouinard, Ph.D. who was at that time an elder of the Norway
Avenue family and a member of the Bible faculty at Kentucky Christian
University. Larry, who had also written a commentary on the gospel of Matthew,
brought to life what it means to be a part of ‘the Kingdom of God’. With passion
and conviction borne from a deep study into Matthew’s gospel, Larry brought that
class to a new understanding of what it means to be a true follower of Jesus Christ
and part of God’s present, and future, Kingdom.
The Norway Avenue family is once again blessed by a study written by our own
Bill McDowell, Ph.D which is equally impactful as it unpacks the richness of
Matthew chapters 5 through 7. By exploring and describing the context and culture
of Biblical times, Bill enables us to hear these words as they would have been
heard by the original audience. In doing so, Bill helps us grasp the nuances and
deeper meaning of the Sermon. It is at that point, the reader is confronted with the
profound meaning of the Lord’s words not just for first century times but for today.
We, as believers, serve a risen Savior who said in the course of this sermon, “you
are the salt of the earth” and “you are the light of the world.” While reflecting on
those revolutionary and challenging statements, I have wondered at times why we
as individual believers and collectively as churches appear to have a relatively
modest impact on the world around us. It would appear that much of the answer to
that question and its solution may be found in these words from Dietrich
Bonhoeffer in 1935: “If there is going to be renewal of the church of God in our
time (it will occur) only if it takes with utter seriousness, the Sermon on the
Mount.” Like many things in this life, the answers are simple, but difficult.
The Norway Avenue family is indebted to our brother Bill McDowell for his
willingness to share his gift of scholarship in writing this book for our education
and edification. Like his previous work on ‘Introduction of the New Testament’
and Before the Foundation of the World: Connecting Foundations of Faith to
Christian Living” which focused on beliefs of the Norway Church, this book is
well researched and insightful. I look forward to this book being yet another
landmark event that leaves a lasting impression on my life about this great
teaching.
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On behalf of the elders of the Norway Avenue Church of Christ, it is my prayer
that many of our family will take advantage of this opportunity by being a part of
the class or by studying the book remotely at their own pace. I eagerly anticipate
the possibilities that will come from this study for those of the Norway family who
will invest their time and open their hearts to the message of this sermon. In
studying this sermon, may we pursue His nature and reflect that nature to the world
around us not as a casual pursuit or an intellectual exercise but as a passion that
embodies what it means to be a part of the Kingdom of God in the here and now.
Bill Wright
Huntington WV
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INTRODUCTION
Commentaries abound, and the number of works and articles on the Sermon on the
Mount staggers. Within those many are special ones where I have found wonderful
insights and understandings. St. Augustine, for example, described the Sermon as
“a perfect standard of the Christian life.” A great preacher of the past, John Donne,
spoke of it in elaborate terms:
“As nature hath given us certain elements, and all our bodies are composed
of them; and art hath given us a certain alphabet of letters, and all words are
composed of them; so, our blessed Savior, in these three chapters of this
Gospel, hath given us a sermon of texts, of which, all our sermons may be
composed. All the articles of our religion, all the canons of our Church, all
the injunctions of our princes, all the homilies of our fathers, all the body of
divinity, is in these three chapters, in this one sermon on the Mount.”
Scot McKnight, begins his commentary by saying:
“The Sermon on the Mount is the moral portrait of Jesus’ own people.
Because this portrait doesn’t square with the church, this Sermon turns from
instruction to indictment” (1).
Another great biblical scholar’s chapter on the Sermon on the Mount
communicates insights about how Jesus commends the practice of genuine “virtue”
from a uniquely eschatological perspective:
“God’s future is arriving in the present, in the person and work of Jesus,
and you can practice, right now, the habits of life which will find their goal
in that coming future” (2).
N.T. Wright states that Jesus’ tells us what the teachings of the Sermon are not as
he gives instructions of the Sermon in their proper salvation-historical context.
“What Jesus is saying, rather, is, “Now that I’m here, God’s new world is
coming to birth; and, once you realize that, you’ll see that these are the
habits of heart which anticipate the new world here and now.” These
qualities “purity of heart, mercy, and so on, are not, so to speak, “things
you have to do” to earn a “reward,” a “payment.” Nor are they merely the
“rules of conduct” laid down for new converts to follow . . . They are, in
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themselves, the signs of life, the language of life, the life of new creation, the
live of new covenant, the life which Jesus came to bring.” (3)
And not least, Dietrich Bonhoeffer based his classic, The Cost of Discipleship,
upon the Sermon on the Mount.
The original sermon, perhaps the greatest sermon ever preached, was probably
quite long, possibly several hours, and what we have in Matthew 5-7 (which takes
about ten minutes to read) is a distillation of his teaching. This compacted,
congealed theology of Christ is perhaps the most penetrating section of God’s
Word. Because the theme is entering the kingdom and eternal life, it shows us
exactly where we stand in relation to the kingdom and eternal life (5:3; 7:21). It is
a passage of Scripture that makes us face ourselves.
Placing the Sermon in Context
In fact, it seems to me the best way to preface our study of the Sermon on the
Mount is to focus on the Kingdom of God. Instead of viewing the Beatitudes as
just a list of virtues these announcements of Jesus are better heard as the dawning
of the kingdom. They are the introduction to the Sermon, not the moral teaching
which forms its body. The Beatitudes form the preface which subsequently
presents the “righteousness” of that kingdom, giving specific examples of the
virtues (4) and actions that exemplify the radical life of the new creation. The
Beatitudes are not those virtues, rather they describe the new state that has now
arrived in Jesus in which those virtues may be practiced. It is a state in which even
the most unlikely may receive the gift of divine blessedness and become the “light
of the world.”
One caution. We must avoid the habit of viewing the Sermon in isolation. Matthew
5-7 are often interpreted as though they constitute a book rather than a portion of a
book. But the three chapters that constitute what we call the Sermon on the Mount,
are chapters surrounded on either side by twenty-five additional chapters. Context
is everything. Any credible interpretation of Matthew 5-7 must constantly keep an
eye on Matthew 1-4 and Matthew 8-28. For the part (the Sermon) loses its meaning
apart from the whole [Matthew’s Gospel]. Remember the Sermon on the Mount is
the middle of the story. Any valid interpretation of Jesus’ words in Matthew 5-7
must apply equally to the rest of Jesus’ words, the exegete of the Sermon should
equally be an exegete of Matthew. It should not be partitioned off and given a
special interpretation. The broader context must always be kept in mind.
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Based on what we have said thus far there are at least two ways to approach the
Sermon on the Mount. One is proudly believing the Sermon is simply a list of
exalted, though humanly attainable, moral precepts. Some who hold this view have
said that the Sermon on the Mount is the only really necessary part of Scripture,
the rest can be discarded, and people just need to give moral adherence to the
Sermon on the Mount. They say they love it because it is from Christ and therefore
is not cluttered with Paul’s theologizing as in the epistles. According to such
persons, with some moral education and some discipline, the world will be
revolutionized. This view, dominated with fleshly presumption about the goodness
of man and an amazing shallow view of the Sermon on the Mount, always brings
failure.
The other (correct, I believe) view, approaches the Sermon on the Mount humbly,
with a deep sense of the need for God’s grace. Far from finding the Sermon
untheological, those who hold this view see that the teachings of the Sermon are
amazingly theological and profoundly requiring. In fact they require perfection, as
Jesus says after its first great movement: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly
Father is perfect” (5:48). Those holding this view understand the first Beatitude
though moralists do not. They know it teaches that poverty of spirit, a sense of
moral bankruptcy, and the realization that one cannot live the Sermon on the
Mount by oneself, is the key to living the Sermon on the Mount. Thus they
approach God as beggars and receive grace to do the impossible – and they
succeed!
There is another way we must place our study in context. Too often in the past (all
the way back to Tertullian and Augustine) the Sermon has been read against
Judaism. It has argued the superiority of Jesus and the church over against
Judaism. It has been proclaimed by arguing this word by Jesus or that expression
by Matthew brings us, within the world of the first-century, something startlingly
new, or even impossible. What we have in the Sermon on the Mount is the product
of a messianic Judaism, and, as we know from the writings of G. Driedlander
[1911], I. Abrahams [1917, 1924], and C.G. Montefiore [1972, 1930], most of the
sentiments found in the Sermon already appear, at least here or there, in old Jewish
sources. “It is primarily the relationship to the person of Jesus and his story that
gives them their unique meaning for Christians” (5). Responsible exegesis,
therefore, seek to highlight the continuity between the Sermon and Jewish
teaching, whether within the Hebrew Bible or without, and moreover the immense
debt of the former to the latter.
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Getting Ready to Begin
As we begin our study, envision the snowballing of interest in Jesus’ ministry
leading up to this event. Jesus has been traveling around Galilee teaching in the
synagogues, and people are coming to him by the droves for healing. The news has
spread all the way to Syria, and every kind of case imaginable is coming to him.
Great multitudes were following him clear out into the wilderness beyond the
Jordan. Matthew 5:1, 2 tells us, “Now when he saw the crowds, he went up to a
mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him, and he began to teach
them, saying …”
In the midst of his escalating ministry, Jesus chose a prominent rise or hill, sat
down in the customary teaching position of a rabbi (sage), surrounded by many
disciples (that is, those who were at that time interested in learning), and began to
teach them.
I want to invite you in, whether you are a disciple or not. Literally millions of
people have heard or read this phenomenal teaching - The most important
teachings of Jesus Christ. Many have said, “Wow!”
I hope to make the Sermon on the Mount as clear as I can so that almost anyone
can understand it, and live it. I believe Jesus taught the Sermon on the Mount first
of all for his disciples – pupils, learners, students, followers. I want all of us to be
at least his learners. I believe the Sermon is God’s will for all the people God
created. This means that all of us are invited to learn from it. The teaching can
make your life much more integrated, more reconciled with God, and less frantic
and contentious. If you are already one of his closer disciples, I hope this study will
help you to live Jesus’ way more fully and explain it to others in a way that makes
real sense.
Most Christians and others interested in the New Testament would love to be able
to read it and understand what it means without having to read other books. Of
course, one can always read some kind of meaning into a verse of Scripture. But
those who understand the books of the New Testament were written to specific
people, in specific places, nearly two thousand years ago, know this is not a good
idea. If the New Testament texts were written to make sense to people in the first
century, then we must try to put ourselves into their places in order to determine
what the writers of the New Testament intended their readers to understand by
what they wrote.
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If we try to make sense of the Bible with no knowledge of the people who wrote it,
those who read it and the society in which they lived, we will be inclined to read
into the Scriptures our own society’s values and ideas. This would be a major
mistake since our culture is very different from that of the ancient Romans. [For
more on how to read and study the Bible see the Guidebook companion to this
book.]
This book is written with the nonscholar in mind. It uses technical terms only when
necessary to make the point, and then explains them clearly either in the text,
glossary or notes. This does not mean, however, that the book is not suitable for
the serious student. I am convinced that one does not have to sacrifice accuracy to
make a work understandable to the inexpert.
I am passionate about the ideas I present in this course as the structure and
meaning of Jesus’ teaching. Biblical writers such as Matthew loved numbers that
symbolized completeness and goodness: three, seven, three times fourteen. So the
Gospel of Matthew begins with three times fourteen generations from Abraham to
Jesus, and the main section of the Sermon on the Mount is fourteen teachings, each
with three parts.
My goal is to make the Sermon on the Mount just as clear as I can. I will try to
avoid getting bogged down in technical debate with the scholars. I just want to
make this teaching plain. That’s easy for me, because I am a rather plain and
ordinary person myself. I am the son of a godly father with a 4th grade education
who worked his entire life as a laborer. Among my parents and my many aunts and
uncles, only one went to college before me. I have been a restaurant cook, a
construction-crew laborer, a “healer” in a Florsheim Shoe-factory, a pea-picker for
Green Giant, a dorm counselor, a minister, a psychologist and counselor, and a
university professor. So I have gotten to know a lot of everyday people with
everyday questions, worries and laughs.
I am not just a believer. I am a disciple, a learner. Although I do not quote scholars
all that much, I want to assure you that I teach with respectful discipleship. I have
studied them deeply, and I owe the best scholarship for more than I will be able to
show. My interpretation is not merely spur-of-the-moment, off-the-top-of–my head
ideas. I have worked hard to be as faithful as I can to what Jesus reveals in the
Sermon on the Mount, and to learn from the best teachers.
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Over the centuries these words of Jesus have become the most hotly debated words
in history. They have, in fact, been more debated than what followed. Some parts
of the sermon are either so problematic or difficult that they’ve been left alone by
preachers and teachers.
Your invitation is two-fold – there’s a lot to know, but more importantly there’s a
lot to do. Although it is full of hard teachings I believe that by living these
teachings Jesus gives us incredible and abundant life.
The Sermon on the Mount begins with blessings, not commands. Blessings for
people who usually aren’t blessed.
Purpose of this book
The Norway Avenue Church of Christ has as one of its major goals teaching and
instructing all its members in God’s Word. Great effort is made to engage its
members in a love for the study of the Bible. In 2014 I wrote Before the Foundation of the World: Connecting Foundations of Faith to Christian Living
expressly for Norway members. That book declared our beliefs – our doctrine. The
focus of this book is about practice. It declares our need to live out the lifestyle that
Jesus modeled for us in the Gospels and specifically defined for us in the Sermon
on the Mount. It is with great appreciation I also offer this book as part of its
program for teaching.
I am aware a plethora of books has already been written on the Sermon on the
Mount. They crowd the bookshelves of seminaries and religious book stores. Some
may wonder therefore, why I see the need to add another one to the lot. Quite
simply, I believe the value of this book is in its approach. I became aware over the
years that most Christians, myself included, were unconsciously devoting the
majority of their time in Bible study to the Epistles – almost completely ignoring
the historical and Hebraic Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) without
really understanding why. I began to explore this neglect and found believers
confused and befuddled by phrases such as “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). They sound so beautiful and
poetic, but for the English speaker do they convey any real depth of meaning? Why
are the words of Jesus that we find in the Synoptic Gospels so difficult to
understand? The answer I began to discover is the original gospel that formed the
basis for the Synoptic Gospels was first communicated, not in Greek, but in the
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Hebrew language. This means that we are reading English translations of a text
which is itself a translation.
Since the Gospel of Matthew is derived from an original Hebrew text, we are
constantly “bumping into” Hebrew expressions or idioms which are often
meaningless in Greek or in translations from the Greek. So, being limited by only
one year of Hebrew in my education, I took on the task of spending time in the
Hebrew text and Hebrew background and context in which the Gospel of Matthew
was originally written. This endeavor resulted in writing a book on the Sermon on
the Mount, not limiting myself to the translation of the Greek texts, preserved so
faithfully by the church, but also exploring more deeply into the Hebrew texts
lying behind our Greek ones.
Since a major goal of the Shepherds of Norway Avenue is for its members to not
only learn the Scriptures but to apply those principles and virtues to daily living,
questions and practical suggestions for radical living of the Word are given in the
accompanying Guidebook. It was once said of Jonathan Edwards, the famous
American preacher, philosopher, and theologian (and instrument in great revivals),
that “his doctrine was all application, and his application was all doctrine.”
Edwards must have learned from Jesus, for that perfectly describes the character of
his teaching in the Sermon on the Mount. Likewise the focus of this book is to
match our lives better to its teachings. In our society and often the church, we have
lost this balance and mixture. We need to recover and recognize that in the
kingdom of God, what we believe and how we live are joined together. The
Gospels provide us a prescription for a kingdom lifestyle while the other books of
the New Testament provide us with a solid theology.
Another reason to study the Sermon on the Mount is that it speaks to issues about
which many believers are fuzzy and confused. For example, what does it mean to
have a Christian life in a pluralistic, secularized world in which we live? To what
extent are Christians really “different” from other people? How can we live like “a
city on a hill” that “cannot be hidden” (Matthew 5:14)? Is our Christian faith and
life as obvious to others as Jesus’ words suggest they should be?
This book endeavors to open the important issues Jesus puts forth in the Sermon on
the Mount. How was Jesus’ teaching radical? What is the place of the law of God
(if any) in the Christian life? Is discipline important? If Jesus calls us to radical
discipleship, in what sense is his yoke easy and his burden light (Matthew 11:30).
How should we pray? How can we be free from anxiety in an anxiety-ridden
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world? What is so wrong about a judgmental spirit? Why do we need spiritual
discernment? Jesus answers each of these questions and more in the course of his
Sermon.
Throughout these studies I have experienced the overwhelming sense that I was
entering into the thought process of Jesus and could envision how he planned some
of his sermons. My hope and prayer is for you, the reader, and those engaged in a
group study that this book will help give you a new “taste” for the teaching of
Christ, and for a life of wholehearted obedience to him.
Listen to The Story
Members of Norway will recall last year’s study of The Story in which Randy
Frazee helped us to see the one grand, unfolding epic of the entire Bible with Jesus
as its theme from Old Testament through the New. I believe if the Bible is God
speaking, then the most important posture of the Christian before the Bible is to
listen. So you will notice that with the text under study there is a subscribe after the
scripture (1) which leads you to listen to the text by reading the scriptures that
undergird the given text in the light of the Bible’s grand Story. We live in a day
when bibliographies can be electronically produced and updated easily, so I have
chosen to list resources in the notes and to include the bibliography used in this
book and questions and discussions by other scholars and works.
Ethics from Above, Beyond, Below
The terms ethics from above, beyond, below in this book are gratefully borrowed
from Scot McKnight’s The Story of God. Ethics from Above refers to the Torah;
God speaks to humans in the Law of Moses. “Thus saith the Lord” reveals
everything about Jesus’ ethics emerging from the history of God having spoken
directly to Israel. Ethics from Beyond takes us one step closer to how Jesus “did”
ethics. Jesus ethical posture toward the present was robustly shaped by a certain
knowledge of God’s future. Jesus’ ethics flowed directly from God’s kingdom;
they are kingdom ethics. Ethics from Below emerges from a dimension of the
Bible and Jewish history that is too often ignored in contemporary ethical theory,
and rarely is absorbed in wisdom motifs (Martin Buber, I and Thou is a great
exception).
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Jesus Ethical Theory
Jesus’ ethic is a combination of an Ethics from Above, Beyond, and Below – the
Law, the Prophets, and the Wisdom Literature. These three elements for his ethics
“are tied to his messianic vocation, his conviction that an ethic can only be lived
out in community (the kingdom manifestation in the church) and through the
power of the Spirit now at work.” The above, beyond, and below are each reshaped
because it is Jesus’ ethic, because his ethics are for his followers, and because the
Spirit has been unleashed.

GUIDEBOOK
It is too easy just to skim through a book like this without letting its truth take root
in our lives. For that reason, with the capable assistance of Bob Dozier and my
sister Loretta Tetrick we have written a companion Guidebook with questions for
each chapter and practical, daily suggestions for radical living. Answering the
questions (and discussion in small group) will help to test your understanding of
the material. Sometimes the word radical becomes pejorative; it is not. Radical
change or action affects the fundamental nature of something. The radicalness of
Jesus’ teaching is evident as you study the Sermon on the Mount; his teaching and
his life are not “traditional,” but “radically” different. Jesus wants us to be
different – radically different – from our “old man,” to our “new man” in Christ
Jesus. Doing the applications for Radical Living you will discover projects, steps,
journaling, self-tests and the like to put into practice the message of Jesus’ Sermon
making it part of your life experience. Our overarching purpose is to assist you in
grappling with the message of the Sermon on the Mount, working to create the
kingdom of God in this world.
To get the most out of the group meetings, each member should have their own
copy of the Textbook and Guidebook. Each member of the group should read the
scripture from the Sermon on the Mount to be examined in each study, together
with the relevant pages of this book. As you begin each session, pray that the Holy
Spirit will bring this ancient sermon to life and speak to you through it.

14

15

CHAPTER 1
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:1-12

INTRODUCING THE
SERMON ON THE MOUNT
The Story Begins
Matthew 5:1-12 (NRSV)
When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after he sat down,
his disciples came to him. He opened his mouth and began to teach them saying,
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.
“Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth.
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be
satisfied.
“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.
“Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
“Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you and falsely say all
kinds of evil against you because of me.
“Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they
persecuted the prophets who were before you.” (1)
As a young boy in the 1950’s I remember the first time I heard an airplane break
the sound barrier. I thought the Marquette cement plant where I lived in southeast
Missouri was exploding – or something worse, like the New Madrid earthquake
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occurring again. It was several years later that I saw a dramatic movie (2) about the
first test pilots to break the sound or sonic barrier. No plane had ever flown faster
than the speed of sound. Many people didn’t believe it was possible. Some thought
the plane would disintegrate under the forces that would be generated. Eventually
in the movie, various pilots took their planes over the magic figure of 735 miles
per hour, only to have the planes disintegrate with the huge vibrations, or to crash.
The controls, it seemed, refused to work properly once the plane came to the sound
barrier.
Finally, at the climax of the movie, another test pilot figured out what to do. It
seemed that when the plane broke the sound barrier the controls began to work
backwards. Pulling the stick to make the plane bring its nose up sent it downwards
instead. Greatly daring, he flew to the same speed. At the critical moment, instead
of pulling the stick back, he pushed it forwards. That would normally send the
plane into a dive, but his hunch had been correct. The nose came up, and the plane
flew on, fast and free, faster than anyone had ever travelled before. There was a
reversal in his action.
I understand that the story is not historically accurate. Our own West Virginian
Chuck Yeager, the first human in real life to move faster than the speed of sound
in level flight was often asked whether he’d done it the way it was shown in the
movie, but he insisted it wasn’t like that. However, the story gives a graphic
illustration of what Jesus is doing in these apparently simple words. He is taking
the controls and making them work backwards.
It seems to be that he thinks he is taking God’s people through the sound barrier
which is taking them somewhere they’d never been before. The one thing most
people know about planes going through the sound barrier is that you hear a loud
explosion. Many of Jesus’ contemporaries would have said that this was a good
picture of the effect he had.
This passage in Matthew 5:1-12 is the beginning of the famous “Sermon on the
Mount,” which runs through chapters 5, 6, 7 of Matthew’s gospel, and sets out, in
Matthew’s presentation of it, the main theme of Jesus proclamation. People
proclaim what a wonderful teaching the Sermon on the Mount is, and if only
people would obey it the world would be a better place. But if we think of Jesus
simply sitting there simply telling people how to behave properly we will miss
what was really going on. The “blessings”, the “wonderful news” that he’s
announcing, are not saying “try hard to live like this.” They are saying that people
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who already are like that are in good shape. They should be blessed, filled with
joy, and celebrate.
Jesus was a good teacher but we will misunderstand him if we try to describe him
in only that way. As John Piper says, “The divine majesty of the person is woven
inseparably into every layer of the story and the teaching.”(3) He is not merely a
human teacher of ethics.
As C. S. Lewis said:
I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people
often say about him: I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I
don’t accept his claim to be God. That is the one thing we must not say. A
man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not
be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic – on the level with the
man who says he is a poached egg – or else he would be the Devil of Hell.
(Mere Christianity) (4)
Jesus is not suggesting that these are simply timeless truths about the way the
world is, about human behavior. If he was saying that, he would be wrong, of
course. Mourners often go uncomforted, the meek don’t inherit the earth, those
who long for justice frequently take that longing to the grave. This is an upsidedown world, or perhaps a right-way-up world; and Jesus is saying that with his
work it’s starting to come true. This teacher of the Sermon on the Mount is the
Judge of the universe. (5) This is an announcement, not a philosophical analysis of
the world. It’s about something that’s starting to happen, not about a general truth
of life. It is gospel: good news, not good advice.
“Follow me,” Jesus said to the first disciples; because in him the living God was
doing a new thing, and this list of “wonderful news” is part of his invitation, part of
his summons, and part of his way of saying that God is at work in a fresh way and
that is what it looks like. Jesus is beginning a new era for God’s people and God’s
world. From here on, all the controls people thought they knew about are going to
work the other way round. In our world, still, most people think that wonderful
news consists of success, wealth, long life, victory in battle. However, Jesus is
offering wonderful news for the humble, the poor, the mourners, the peacemakers.
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An Upside-Down World
There is a telling phrase that is used in the Acts of the Apostles to describe this
new sect that is upsetting the old world order in Thessalonica. The Christians of
that town were dragged before the city council and called “[t]he people who have
been turning the whole world upside down. . . [t]hey have broken Caesar’s edicts”
(Acts 17:6-7). One of the major weaknesses of the Christian understanding of Jesus
is that we really do not understand what it was that made Jesus worth killing. It
was not because he walked around saying, “I am God.” Rather, it was because he
ignored, opposed or even subverted the conventional wisdom of family,
possessions, status, and the very nature of sacrificial religion. In truth his life and
death have turned human wisdom and judgment upside down.
God is acting in and through Jesus to turn the world upside down, to turn Israel
upside down, to pour out lavish “blessings” on all who now turn to him and accept
the new, radical things he is saying and doing. (This is sometimes called “the
Beatitudes”, because the Latin word “beatus” means “blessed.”) The word for
“wonderful news” is often translated “blessed”, and part of the point is that this is
God’s wonderful news. But the point is not to offer a list of what sort of people
God normally blesses. The point is to announce God’s renewed covenant.
In Deuteronomy, the people came through the wilderness and arrived at the border
of the Promised Land, and God gave them a solemn covenant. He listed the
blessings and the curses that would come upon them if they were obedient or
disobedient (Chapter 28). Now Matthew has shown us Jesus, coming out of Egypt
(2:15), through the water and the wilderness (chapters 3 and 4), and into the land of
promise (4:12-25). Here, now is his renewed covenant.
So when do these promises come true? There is a great temptation for Christians to
answer: in heaven, after death. At first sight, verses 3, 10, 11 seem to say this: “the
kingdom of heaven” belongs to the poor in spirit and the persecuted, and there’s a
great reward “in heaven” for those who suffer persecution for Jesus’ sake. This,
though, is a misunderstanding of the meaning of “heaven.”(6)We must understand
that Heaven is God’s space, where full reality exists, close by our ordinary
(“earthly”) reality and interlocking with it. The day will come when heaven and
earth will be joined together forever, and the true state of affairs, at present out of
sight, will be unveiled. In fact read verse 5, it says that the meek will inherit the
earth, and that can hardly happen in a disembodied heaven after death.
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The clue comes in the chapter 6 where Jesus taught this to his followers. We are to
pray that God’s kingdom will come, and God’s will be done, “on earth as it is in
heaven.” The life of heaven – the life of the realm where God is already King – is
to become the life of the world, transforming the present “earth” into the place of
beauty and delight that God always intended. (7) And those who follow Jesus are to
begin to live by this rule here and now. That’s the point of the Sermon on the
Mount, and these “beatitudes” in particular. They are a summons to live in the
present in the way that will make sense in God’s promised future; because that
future has arrived in the present in Jesus of Nazareth. It may seem upside down,
but we are called to believe, with great daring, that it is in fact the right way up.
Try and see.
Some people would say that the Sermon on the Mount is the essence of the
Christian faith and life; and equally for most people the Beatitudes are the essence
of the Sermon on the Mount. The conviction comes from the unfortunate habit of
viewing the Sermon in isolation. As I said earlier readers have interpreted Matthew
5-7 as though the chapters were complete unto themselves, as though they
constituted a book rather than a portion of a book. But the three chapters that
constitute the Sermon on the Mount, chapters surrounded on either side by twentyfive additional chapters, neither summarize the rest of Matthew or sum up
adequately the faith of Jesus, much less the religion of our evangelist. How could
anything that fails to refer explicitly to the crucifixion and resurrection be the
quintessence of Matthew’s Christian faith? Here context is everything. Any
credible interpretation of Matthew 5-7 must constantly keep an eye on Matthew 14 and Matthew 9-28. For the part (the Sermon) loses its meaning apart from the
whole (Matthew’s Gospel). The Sermon on the Mount is in the middle of the story
and we must interpret the discourse accordingly.
PUTTING THE SERMON IN CONTEXT:
The Sermon on the Mount begins, “When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up to the
Mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. Then he began to
speak, and taught them …” (Matthew 5:1-2). We should give attention to each
word of the introduction since it provides the key to our understanding of the
whole Sermon on the Mount.
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Did the crowds follow him too, or only the disciples? Did he teach only the
disciples, or were the crowds listening in too? Are we invited in, or are only Jesus’
close followers invited?
You could think that Jesus tried to escape the crowd by going up the mount where
his disciples gathered around him, but this would contradict the whole of the
gospel. Jesus came as Redeemer and Savior of the world; he shed his blood on
Calvary for all. Jesus loves the crowd.
The Sermon on the Mount concludes, “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). The crowds were
there. They heard and were impressed.
Recently the Jewish scholar Joseph Klausner (8) has declared that the Sermon on the
mount presents an “extremist morality” that “has not proved possible in practice”
one that contains “too high an ideal for ordinary mankind, even too high for the
man of more than average moral caliber.” Actually, it is an old complaint found in
Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho, (9) in the middle of the second century. He
confesses, “I am aware that your precepts in the so-called Gospel are so wonderful
and so great, that I suspect no one can keep them, for I have carefully read them.”
Who can live up to the Sermon? Is it realistic for instance to ask people to love
their enemies?
Let me give you only a brief sketch of how the Sermon on the Mount has been
handled differently. Just the broad strokes, if you will:
1. Early church leaders thought the words of Jesus could be practiced literally,
and the Didache, a Christian document from the early second century,
includes lots of language that sounds like words from the Sermon. A
distinction was made between those who really keep the hard teachings of
Jesus (monks and bishops, etc.) and the common church folks - the “laity.”
So over the centuries the Sermon on the Mount became something for extra
credit. Eventually people believed it was too hard to do, it was just an ideal
of the kingdom but his words could not be meant to be taken literally.
2. In the 16th century a group called the Anabaptists thought that Christians
should practice the Sermon on the Mount literally and that there should be
no difference between clergy and laity in following Jesus’ words.
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[Anabaptists were Christians of radical reformation of 16th century Europe –
ridiculed for rejecting infant baptism in favor of believer’s baptism. Since
many had been baptized as infants they chose to be re-baptized as believing
adults. For a time to be an Anabaptist was a death sentence! This was an
accurate term to describe the original Anabaptists. They never considered
that any re-baptism took place and considered infant and baptism mutually
exclusive terms. They were concerned with restitution of true church based
on an apostolic model, the Bible as the only rule of faith and life, etc.]
3. In the last 500 years the church has argued about whether Jesus really said
everything in the sermon or whether Gospel writers just based everything in
it on the true meaning of Jesus’ oral teachings but bent it toward their own
way of thinking.
Randy Harris, Abilene Christian University professor of Bible, has said there
have been 5 ways in which the Sermon on the Mount has been believed and
practiced:
1. We can do this.
2. Church leaders can do this but it’s too hard for regular folk.
3. These teachings of Jesus are too hard for anyone.
4. The teachings are too hard but they show our need for God’s grace;
keeping the laws literally is not the point.
5. Yes, they are too hard but by God’s blessings and grace we must try to
keep them. (10)
Like him I have been through all these approaches as I’ve studied, heard, prayed,
and tried to live the sermon. But I have come closer to the 5th category than ever
before. Number 5 is a return to what the early church thought. We can do this. But
we certainly need God’s empowerment and grace in order to obey what Jesus says.
So we want to discover what Jesus says so we can do what Jesus says.

Hebrew Context and Perspective
New evidence indicates that Gospel of Matthew was an original Hebrew
composition. The early Church Fathers, writers of the early Christian centuries,
stated that the Gospel of Matthew was originally in Hebrew. The earliest such
report came from a first-century Church Father known as Papias, who wrote:
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“Matthew composed his history in the Hebrew dialect, and everyone
translated it as he was able.”(11)
Papias was not the only one to mention that Matthew was written in Hebrew. For
example, the fourth-century Church Father Jerome wrote:
“The first evangelist is Matthew, the publican, who was surnamed Levi. He
published his Gospel in Judea in the Hebrew language. (12)
After the time of the Church Fathers, Hebrew Matthew disappeared from the
historical record for nearly 1,000 years before turning up again in 1380. In that
year, a Jewish rabbi in Spain named Shem Tov Ibn Shaprut copied Hebrew
Matthew as an appendix to his polemical work Even Bohan. At the time many of
the Jews living in Catholic countries were routinely forced to defend their faith in
public debates with Catholic authorities. These debates were disastrous for the
Jews who could be forcibly converted to Catholicism if they lost or they could be
banished from their homes if they won. Shem Tov wanted the Jewish participants
in these debates to be familiar with the New Testament, so he added a Hebrew
version of the Gospel of Matthew to the end of his book.
For years this Hebrew version of Matthew was assumed to be nothing more than a
translation from Latin or Greek. Then in 1987, an American scholar at Macon
University named George Howard proved that Hebrew Matthew was not a
translation at all but an original Hebrew work. (13) The strongest evidence for this
was an abundance of Hebrew “word puns.” (14)
It has been assumed that the language of Jesus’ day was primarily Aramaic, but
since the re-birth of Israel, archaeological data and linguistic research have
provided evidence to open up the Gospels to us, including the confirmation that at
least Matthew was initially written in Hebrew, and possibly other Gospels as well.
At least four languages were spoken in Jewish Palestine in the day of Jesus: Latin,
Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic (15). Jesus is believed to have spoken at least two and
possibly three of these. We read of his reading the Hebrew Isaiah scroll in the
synagogue service on the Sabbath day (Luke 4:17-21). (16) The Dead Sea Scrolls
have far more Hebrew language documents than Aramaic, which argues that
however less popular Hebrew may have been as a spoken language, it certainly
retained a key role as the language of written religious discourse. Jesus’ ability to
read Hebrew (and presumably write it) is in accord with this evidence.
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Jesus was raised in Nazareth, an area where the Gentile influence was so great that
it was called “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Matt. 4:15). Although we could anticipate
the presence of the Greek language throughout the land, it was more likely
knowledge of it was in Galilee than elsewhere. Although Greek was clearly
winning over Aramaic in popularity from A.D. 200 on, (17)) it must be remembered
that this was after the catastrophic defeat of the Jews in two massive rebellions
against Rome. After each of these (especially the second) Rome was grimly
determined to maximize its culture and its influence in the region. Jesus spoke,
without translators stated or implied, with both Pilate (Mk. 15:1; Jn. 18:33-37) and
a centurion (Mt. 8:5-13). Since the natural language of both was probably Greek, it
may well be that Jesus spoke to them in that tongue. (18)
Since the dominant language of first-century Palestine was Aramaic (19) we would
expect that it was the tongue most preferred by Jesus. Certainly he used it in at
least some private conversations, for his words to Jairus’ little girl whom he raised
from the dead are preserved in Aramaic (Mk. 5:41). More relevant is his use of
Aramaic on the cross (Mk. 15:34) and in his agony in the Garden of Gethsemane
prior to his betrayal (Mk. 14:36). During such high-intensity moments one is most
likely to revert to the language in which one is most comfortable. (20)
It is possible that Jesus spoke the Sermon on the Mount in Aramaic and certain
sayings have been preserved is a translation of it. However, living in a multilanguage society he could have spoken elements of the Sermon in both Aramaic
and Greek. (21)
However, there are strong arguments for Matthew being written originally in
Hebrew. (22) The first question we might ask is to whom was Matthew writing? A
read through Matthew with this in mind brings an awareness of a number of
matters that would be of no interest to Gentiles, but would mean a great deal to
Hebrews. For instance, Matthew begins his gospel account of Yeshua’s (Jesus’)
life with an extensive genealogy. To the Hebrews this would be greatly significant
as ancestry was very meaningful to them. A Gentile would not likely be the least
interested in who begat whom, whereas to these Hebrews these genealogies had to
do with their identities and their inheritances. They also delineated that a king
could only be from the tribe of Judah and a descendent of David. And only those
from the tribe of Levi, as in Levites, could serve in the temple or be priests.
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There are sayings of Jesus which can be taken back into both Aramaic and
Hebrew, but none can be rendered into Aramaic only. Some make sense only when
rendered into Hebrew. More than Mark and Luke, the Gospel of Matthew
explicitly cites Old Testament messianic prophecies and shows how Jesus fulfilled
them. Why would non-Jews really care that he fulfilled Hebrew Scripture.
Matthew’s audience was clearly the Hebrew people. It stands to reason that he
would write it in their language. Such prophesies would be important to the
Hebrews, but not to the Gentiles.
Further evidence of Matthew being written to appeal to a Hebrew audience, is
found in the Sermon on the Mount. It reads like Moses might have written it, like it
came right out of Torah. Those not familiar with Torah are likely to read the
Sermon as either a spontaneous burst of prophetic wisdom or a list of new
requirements Yeshua is now giving his followers. But to those to whom He was
speaking, his words were meant to put the people back in touch with how God
thinks. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall
be satisfied (5:6) would restore a sense of righteous longing for God and His
righteousness rather than a following of all the “traditional” (added) rules in selfrighteous satisfaction. Jesus was lifting God’s original Torah teachings out of what
the rabbis had imposed upon them with their traditions and complex interpretations
with their added requirements. Rather than His statements being extraneous or
unrelated to Torah, Yeshua was in fact redefining how to live the commandments
by the grace and spirit of God. This, of course, is missed unless one is familiar with
the teachings of the Torah and the Prophets in the Old Testament. An understanding of the Sermon on the Mount from a Hebrew perspective tends to realign
His words with the rest of Scripture (remember, there was only Old Testament
Scripture then) by lifting them out of some of our own Christian “traditional”
teachings. (Yes, we have traditions too.)
This is important in our study since our English translations somewhat distort what
the original (Hebrew) text may be saying. Let’s take for instance, “Blessed are the
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). If we read the
text in a Hebrew context we find that the word for poor does not mean to be
materially destitute or in contrast to being well-to-do; it means to be “humble” or
“meek.” Morford in his Power New Testament’s footnote on 5:3 says, “Poor is a
Hebrew idiom for repentant.” To be poor/meek/humble before God necessarily
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requires that one recognize themselves as spiritually needy and in need of
repentance.

Jewish Roots
Understanding Matthew from a Hebrew perspective is to see its Jewish roots and
Jesus in the Jewish context. (23)
Who is Jesus of Nazareth? Jesus, the Jew, based his theology upon Judaism. Jesus
never rejected his cultural and religious heritage. As a devout Jew, he was loyal to
his people. The Christian belief system, however, is built in part upon the teachings
of Jesus, but it ignores their solid foundation in Jewish theology. The religion of
the Jews in the first century is the root which produced the fruit of Christian faith.
Faith in Jesus, however, has sometimes made it difficult for Christians to understand and appreciate the faith of Jesus. The religion of Jesus and his people was
Judaism. Christian faith in Jesus sometimes has alienated Jesus ancient Judaism
and has exiled him from his people. Today fortunately one can sense a new
openness and a strong longing to learn from the teacher of Galilee. People
sincerely desire to know what Jesus wanted to say. Here we will endeavor, to the
extent possible, to listen to Jesus’ message as an audience in the first century
would have heard and understood his words.
Theologians have read the Gospels as Christian literature written by the church and
for the church. But when Jesus is viewed among the Gentiles, the significance of
Jewish culture and custom is minimized or forgotten altogether. But when Jesus is
viewed as a Jew within the context of first-century Judaism, an entirely different
portrait emerges. Indeed many divergent portrayals of Jesus have been given
throughout history. In this study we will seek to be sensitive to the rich heritage of
the Jewish people. The Torah rooted faith in the one all-powerful God and a strong
sense of national identity; and the homeland of a devout people created a setting in
which Jesus taught and worked among his people. The historical sources and new
archaeological evidence describing a distinct way of life must be carefully studied
to understand the Gospels.
When we study the Sermon on the Mount we find that, on the one hand, some
theologians have drawn conclusions in accord with their unbelief. On the other
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hand, some theologians have recognized the value of these insights, but their
discoveries often remain cloistered within the academic world. But, thankfully, the
infusion of “Jewish Roots”(24) material is honing our understanding of Jesus’
teachings and ministry. Except for Messianic Jews or conservative scholars who
target Jewish roots studies, it seems that most academics, pastors, and laymen are
left in the dark. Understanding the ancient Jewish perspective is invaluable when it
comes to interpreting Jesus’ words. (25)
Conservative interpreters, like myself, find that understanding Jesus’ Jewish side
solidifies the claim that he is the Messiah, emphasize that his blood atoned for our
sins and reaffirms that he is indeed “the way, the truth, and the life.” My hope is
that you will gain new insight into the method and meaning of Jesus’ teachings,
teachings that relate to our everyday thinking and behavior.

Anti-Semitism
People have tried to read the story of Jesus as though the only thing it had to say of
the Jews of Jesus’ day was that they were wrong. They were wrong about God,
about God’s coming kingdom, about the way to salvation. They were wrong about
the idea of there being “a story of salvation” in the first place. NO, “the time is
fulfilled.” The gospel story is the climax of Israel’s story, however surprising and
unexpected it may have been.
Mark, in the Gospels, enables us to hear the story of Jesus as the story of Israel’s
God coming back to his people as he had always promised. The story has become
distorted and drowned out.
We are quite happy to hear about the “God” of Western imagination, less ready to
hear about the God of Israel. We are quite happy to hear that “Jesus is God,” in
some sense. That, we have assumed, is what the Gospels are telling us. We are less
ready to hear that the God of Israel had promised to do certain specific things, in
particular to establish his sovereign rule over Israel and the world, and Jesus was
embodying this intention.
There are a number of ways in which we want to place this study in context. All
too often in the past the Sermon on the Mount has been read against Judaism. The
second-century church threw away the key to interpreting some of the nuances of
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Scripture because of anti-Semitism (26). Church leaders divorced Jesus from his
Jewish context and emphasized his deity to the exclusion of his humanity. They
repelled Jewish believers, those most likely to understand the Jewish context of
Yeshua’s words. As a result, Christ’s words became more mysterious to future
generations than they were to that first generation.
Our goal is to increase context and return to a simpler, fuller understanding of the
Savior’s words. Despite the church’s loss of Jewish context, the most crucial truths
of Scriptures have always been clear.
In the past the superiority of Jesus and the church over against Judaism has been
promoted by arguing that this word of Jesus, or that expression of Matthew brings
us, within the world of first-century Judaism, is something startlingly new, or even
impossible. Most such claims, however, do not stand up under scrutiny. Most of
the sentiments found in the Sermon already appear, at least here or there, in old
Jewish sources (27) It is primarily the relationship of those sentiments, their
relationship to those sentiments to one another and, above all their relationship to
the person of Jesus and his story that gives them their unique meaning for
Christians. Responsible exegesis therefore will seek to highlight the continuity
between the Sermon on the Mount and Jewish teaching, whether within the
Hebrew Bible or without.
The time of polemic against Judaism is over.
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CHAPTER 2
BACKGROUND TO THE
SERMON ON THE MOUNT
To have a proper understanding of the Sermon on the Mount we must first examine
the life and teaching of Jesus in his Jewish and first-century context. In addition we
will focus on Jesus’ theme of divine reversal, a biblical principle that aids in seeing
the life and work of Jesus.
Jesus is inextricably linked to his people and their faith. To understand Jesus, we
must learn to love his people and his religion. He came not to destroy but to fulfill
(Matthew 5:17). Hillel (1) could have made the same statement, especially in the
context of a proper interpretation of the Ten Commandments. Jesus placed the
meaning of Torah on a firmer footing. As Jesus spoke to a Jewish audience, he
treated serious issues relating to the proper interpretation of Torah. The textual
examination of Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels is our starting point. Additionally,
linguistic study, historical reflection, cultural heritage, and archaeological
discovery must inform our views of Jesus. On the one hand, the study of ancient
Judaism will certainly give rich insight into the beginnings of Christianity. On the
other hand, Judaism possesses a message and purpose apart from Christianity and
its origins; moreover, these are expressed by the faith of the Jewish people that is
rooted in Torah.
“Coming to his hometown, he began teaching the people in their
synagogue, and they were amazed. ‘Where did this man get this wisdom
and these miraculous powers?’ they asked. ‘Isn’t this the carpenter’s
son? Isn’t his mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers James,
Joseph, Simon, and Judas? Aren’t all his sisters with us? Where then did
this man get all these things?’ And they took offense at him” (Matthew
13:54-57).

30

The Name Yeshua
One of the most intriguing things about the
Hebrew Matthew reproduction is it contains the
original form of Jesus of Nazareth’s Hebrew
name: Yeshua. According to Hebrew Matthew, an
angel appeared to Joseph and told him:
“And she shall give birth to a son and you shall call his name Yeshua for he
will save (yoshia) my people from their iniquities” (Matthew 1:21).
The angel’s statement employs a Hebrew word pun that connects the name Yeshua
with the Hebrew word yoshia which means “he will save.” Had the name of
Yeshua been replaced with a substitute in the Hebrew, the word pun would have
been lost, just as it was lost in the English and the Greek. (2) The full form of the
name Yeshua appears twice in this passage, firstly when the angel speaks to Joseph
(Matt. 1:21); secondly when Joseph gives Yeshua his name (Matthew 1:25.
Jesus (Yeshua) was Different
Yeshua differed from any other sage/rabbi who walked the earth. His conception
was one of a kind. Although born normally, he was conceived supernaturally; his
mother, whose Hebrew name was Miriam, was miraculously impregnated by the
Holy Spirit while she was yet a biological virgin.
Eventually Mary and Joseph parented four naturally-conceived sons and a number
of daughters (See Matt. 13:54-57), but Jesus had the honor of being Miriam’s
firstborn. (Luke 2:7 reads, “and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son.”). Joseph
kept Mary a virgin only until Jesus was born.
Like other Jewish lads, Yeshua learned the trade of his (step) father. Joseph eked
out a living in the construction trade. Our English Bibles designate him as a
“carpenter,” but this translation ignores the broad meaning of the Greek word;
although Jesus and Joseph certainly worked with some wood, stone would have
been the more common building material.
Like other Jewish boys, Jesus entered a time of religious preparation for what we
know today as Bar Mitzvah, meaning “Son of the Commandment.” (3) At age 12,
boys experienced this Jewish rite of passage, a rite that deemed them fully
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responsible to obey the Torah. Devout Jews began preparing their children from
infancy, talking of God’s Law on a daily basis and committing it to memory
(Deuteronomy 6:4-9). The 12-year old Yeshua spent time in the temple courts,
learning and questioning the rabbis who gathered for this purpose. This was
typical; what was atypical was Jesus’ perceptive nature, reasoning skills, and
knowledge base (cf. Luke 2:4-7). Perhaps even the aged rabbi Hillel observed the
impressive young Galilean and discussed matters with him. (4) Theologically, God
the Son became a man at the incarnation. He set aside the use of his special
abilities as God (Philippians 2:5-11) and worked no miracles until the Holy Spirit
came upon him after his baptism (see Matthew 3:13-17). (5) Jesus worked miracles
with the Father’s permission in the power of the Spirit.
In the Matthew 13 passage cited, as well as in an earlier passage in Nazareth, (see
Matthew 3:11-17)) Jesus’ hometown acquaintances were dumbfounded when they
perceived Yeshua’s spiritual depth. In his early years, Jesus must have kept a low
profile; no miracles, no Messianic claims, no astounding teaching. After his
baptism, the time was right and Yeshua launched his ministry.
In modern society, one who lived a sinless lifestyle would be conspicuous.
Yeshua’s holiness, however, could be discreet in a culture dominated by the
pursuit of godliness. His fun-loving nature and skepticism about man-made
traditions would have deflected some attention away from his perfected godliness.
Being conceived miraculously, his human nature was genetically connected to
ours, yet not tainted by inherited sin. We are all curious about the life of Jesus
before he began his ministry, but our curiosity cannot be satisfied. Christians have
learned to live with many unanswered questions about how the two natures of
Jesus interacted together, for example. Could he have potentially sinned? How
could he be tempted? How could a human – even a perfect one – live a sinless
lifestyle when the rest of us cannot even live a sinless day? God, in his wisdom,
has revealed everything we need to know, not everything we want to know. (6)
Galilean Jews were noted for their spiritual zeal and a compassionate, practical
form of Judaism. This region produced hundreds of rabbis who roamed the
countryside with their bands of disciples. The culture throughout Israel primed
men to surrender weeks, months, or sometimes a year or two to follow a rabbi and
thus “enter the kingdom of heaven” as they studied Torah. (7)
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The willingness of Jesus’ disciples to drop their occupation for a time and follow a
sage loses its mysterious edge when we realize that this was a typical scenario.
Godly Jewish men had been doing similar things for centuries. Thus rabbis and
their disciples were valued by the culture, and the locals considered it a privilege to
house and feed them as they journeyed from village to village. The early church
followed in this tradition, but they carefully screened teachers they housed to
assure that they recognized the deity and humanity of Jesus Christ (8).

Jesus Was Similar to Other Rabbis
Although we may refer to Yeshua as a “rabbi,” we do so in neither the modern nor
most ancient use of the word. The term has changed meaning since he ministered
on earth and the term kept changing. (9) The New Testament usually refers to
“scribes” or “teachers of the Law.” Over the centuries, the term “rabbi” became the
common nomenclature for such scholars. Schurer comments about two major
rabbis whose lives overlapped with Jesus:
“Hillel and Shammai were never called rabbis, nor is [rabbi] found in the
New Testament except as an actual address. The word does not seem to have
been used as a title until after the time of Christ.” (10)
The term “sage” is often used for the older rabbis, the great teachers a century or
two before Yeshua’s time and those several centuries afterward. Since the term
“sage” was later replaced by “rabbi,” we have chosen to adjust our terminology
accordingly. A sage as described by Brad Young is:
“A wise teacher who was knowledgeable in all areas of Jewish law and
literature. Sages preached and taught the Torah during the Talmudic and
Mishnaic periods. The term may refer to both rabbis from the land of Israel
as well as Babylonian ravs.” (11)
Blinded by Our Assumptions
I enjoy viewing artwork. One book I have is of Italian artists. Here are some of the
world’s great masterpieces. Since a great many of these artworks involve a
religious theme, it is amusing to notice how Italian artists (whose knowledge was
restricted by what was familiar to them) portrayed Biblical stories. For example,
we know that Jewish ritual immersion (baptism) involved complete submersion in
water. Yet the artists – knowing only Roman Catholic practice and virtually
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nothing about Jewish backgrounds – picture John the Baptist pouring a few drops
of water on Yeshua’s head. Mary was Jewish through and through. Yet she is
frequently portrayed as blond-haired and blue-eyed; those are not typical Jewish
features. (12)
The inaccuracies we see in religious artwork serve as a visual object lesson: when
we make assumptions about our faith – including Jesus’ teachings – based upon the
traditions surrounding us, we can easily miss the mark; pinpointed accuracy
requires knowledge of first century Judaism. After all, the culture and beliefs of
first century Israel is the backdrop for Jesus’ life and teachings. Some of us may
tend to inflate the value of ideas formulated centuries after Yeshua walked the
earth while deflating the importance of the actual context of the New Testament.
The idea that many of Christ’s teachings were not unusual – but mainstream
Jewish teaching – is an old, yet relatively new idea. It is old because first century
Jewish believers recognized this, yet it is new because second century gentile
church leaders discarded this key, a key which has only recently been retrieved.
Like the Italian artists, the general “picture” assumed by most of Christendom for
about 1900 years has missed the mark.
When Jesus preached to the Jewish crowds, he did so out of love and respect. To
the Samarian woman at the well, Jesus was transparent about his view of the
Jewish people and Judaism, “You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we
worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews (John 4:22). Note that
Jesus used the term “we,” thus including himself as a Jew.
Jesus cherished the Law and sought to apply it to his listeners, and he fully
engaged in the debates of his day. (13) Yeshua was unlike any other rabbi, yet he
was more like his rabbinic peers than most Christians imagine. He validated the
rulings of other rabbis; he sided with one particular school of rabbis most times,
but not always. He talked about what fellow rabbis talked about, the “hot issues” of
the day. Sometimes he found himself caught in the crossfire between competing
schools of thought (the conflict between the School of Hillel – Bet Hillel, and the
School of Shammai – Bet Shammai). Most of the teachings were consistent with
mainstream Judaism. (14)
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Jesus as a New Kind of Teacher
History and culture have shaped our understanding of Jesus. We’ve got to admit
the biases of each century. What problems of the first century was Jesus
addressing? Why did his contemporaries see Jesus a certain way?
Jesus was Jewish. And although Jesus was Jewish, his theology is sometimes
treated as if he were Christian. But Jesus never attended a church. He never
celebrated Christmas. Jesus worshipped in the synagogue. He celebrated the
Passover. He ate kosher food. He offered prayers in the temple in Jerusalem. The
Jewish heritage of Jesus impacted his life in every dimension of his daily
experience. Jesus must be understood as a Jewish theologian. His theology is
Jewish to the core. This would include the language he spoke and in which, at the
least, the Gospel of Matthew was written. Orthodox Jewish scholar Pinchas Lapide
writes, “[E]verything Jesus said and accomplished, did and did not do, on earth
discloses its full meaning only when seen against his profound Jewishness.” (15)
Christian scholars have made a similar point.
“[W]e forget what the New Testament writers and above all Jesus himself
never forgot: that salvation is of the Jews, not in some trivial sense, but in
the rich sense that in order to save the world the creator God chose Abraham
and said “in your seed all the families of the earth will be blessed.” It is
precisely because Jesus of Nazareth is the fulfillment of this promise that he
is relevant in all times and places. It is precisely because he is The Jew par
excellence that he is relevant to all Gentiles as well as Jews.” (16)
The Jewishness of Jesus, however, is not just a matter of his descent from
Abraham, but also of his deep connection with the Jewish people and their whole
story. This connection is an essential key to understanding him. Brad Young in his
popular work, Jesus the Jewish Theologian, writes, “We must not “kill” Jesus by
destroying his links to his people and his faith. For Jesus, Judaism was a vibrant
belief in the true God . . . He sought to reform and revitalize, not to destroy and
replace . . . The Jewish roots of Jesus’ teachings lead to a fresh hearing of the
ancient text.”
Jesus is a new kind of teacher. If we start with the premise that Jesus is a Jewish
teacher – and there is plenty of evidence that we should - how does this help us
understand more fully his life and teachings and what it means to follow him? We
will listen to the teaching of the Old Testament as well as to the voices from the
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Mishnah and Talmud, not just to demonstrate the Jewishness of Jesus, but to better
grasp the authentic ethical message of Jesus. If Jesus speaks from a Jewish context,
it may be that other Jewish sources, even though many are from a later era, will
help us properly understand his words. This approach is relevant to both those who
acknowledge Jesus as Messiah and those who do not. Indeed, the answers we
discover may help some decide whether to acknowledge him as Messiah.
Matthew 4:23-25 and 9:35 in Matthew’s narrative is a sketch of Jesus’ teaching,
preaching, and healing ministries. It is a compelling presentation of Jesus and his
moral vision. We learn from this passage that he is the Teacher, the new Moses.
Matthew emphasizes this theme perhaps more than any of the Gospels: 8:19; 9:11,
10:24-25; 12:38; 12:24; 19:16, 22:16, 24, 36; 23:8; 26:18. In fact the Sermon
begins and ends on the theme of Jesus as Teacher (5:2; 7:29). And Jesus isn’t just
an ordinary teacher he is presented as the new Moses, the new law-giving teacher.
As Moses taught the Torah, so Yeshua, the new Moses, teaches his disciples the
new Torah. We see here something profoundly messianic: the longed for messianic
era entailed a hope that a new Torah and a new obedience would accompany the
Messiah. (17) We see this in Jeremiah’s famous new covenant passage (Jeremiah
31:31-34). By presenting Yeshua as that new Moses, Matthew is laying down a
messianic claim for Jesus. This new kind of teacher is the messianic, new Moses.
John Stott expounds the authority of Jesus who teaches the Sermon on the Mount
as the Savior, as the Judge, as the Son of God, and as God incarnate. (18) Richard
Bauckham states: “The only Jesus we can plausibly find in the sources is a Jesus
who, though usually reticent about it, speaks for God in a way that far surpassed
the authority of a prophet in the Jewish tradition.” (19)
As a Jewish teacher, Jesus doesn’t separate matters of theology from practice. His
teaching is consistently practical, ethical, and applicable to real life, even two
thousand years after it was originally given, since “for Jews, love of God without
deeds pleasing to God is hypocrisy, empty blather.” In Jesus words, “By their fruits
you will know them” (Matthew 7:16). In this study, therefore, we will explore
Jesus’ teachings as they apply to our own deeds today, as well as how they might
have applied in their original setting.
As a Jewish teacher, furthermore, Jesus personally represents and exemplifies
everything he teaches. He never hides behind theory or abstraction. Hence, his life
and character – who he is – help us understand his message, and conversely his
message helps us understand who he really is. But be warned; Jesus’ message, like
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Jesus’ identity itself, will take us by surprise if we understand it correctly. Gary
Willis says: “What he signified is always more challenging than we expect, more
outrageous, more egregious.” (20)
By contrast, the contemporary Christian world, at least in the West, tends to prefer
an abstract, idealized sense of truth and, therefore, adopts that view of Jesus as
well. It wants a Jesus who is clearly defined, incorporated into its creeds, and set
up as a boundary marker between the insiders and outsiders.
We will seek to follow a process of personal and intersubjective learning. And we
will pursue it by focusing on ethics – right behavior toward other people – because
Jesus placed so much emphasis upon ethics in his teaching. The Sermon on the
Mount is central to Jesus’ ethical/moral teaching, but the entire gospel account –
not just his specific teaching, but his whole story – conveys the ethic of Jesus.
Therefore, we will spend a good amount of time with the Sermon on the Mount,
but we will consider the entire Jesus’ story as well. Because it is a Jewish story
starring a Jewish Messiah, we will use his Hebrew name, rather than just an
English translation of his Greek name, and call him Yeshua.
The Sermon on the Mount, considered the blueprint of the Christian life-style, is
pronounced by Yeshua himself. But the secret to understanding the Sermon on the
Mount is to understand what Jesus was about when he preached it. We need this
foundation that comes from hearing and doing. Let me emphasize, if you have not
already surmised, that this study is as much about getting ready to hear the Sermon
as it is about the Sermon itself.
The Secret to Enhanced Understanding of Yeshua’s Teachings
The key to good interpretation begins with first locating the passage that Jesus is
exposing. This will be the process during our study.
As I said earlier we must take into account that our Lord spoke for hours at a time,
but we have only a few minutes’ worth of materials recorded in the various Gospel
texts. Thus, locating the Old Testament under scrutiny is like a shot of hermeneutical adrenaline to give us more context. We can examine Yeshua’s words and
note the clues that lead us back to the Torah; once we find the Torah (Old
Testament) passage, we can see how Yeshua distilled and applied the Torah
portion under study.
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Yeshua’s favorite books
Pastors in particular are likely to name one of the Pastoral Epistles – like Romans
or Timothy – as their favorite book of the Bible. Believers who have been sorely
tested with painful trial gravitate toward the Psalms. The Gospels document
Yeshua quoting Deuteronomy and Isaiah more than any portion of Scripture, so we
might postulate that they were his favorite books.
Jesus quoted Isaiah a lot. Have you ever seen an ancient scroll of a book of the Old
Testament? The scrolls of Isaiah would be rolled on a long, round piece of wood.
In mundane picture language, the scrolls are somewhat the shape of a rolling pin,
only bigger, perhaps four feet long and almost a foot thick. Precious and holy, they
had to be copied meticulously by hand. They were not widely available.
Synagogues might have scrolls of a few books of the Old Testament, but not the
entire Old Testament. Today they are carefully decorated in a protective sheath and
kept behind glass above the altar for protection, while at the same time they can be
seen and revered.
We can be sure that Jesus was not carrying around a scroll of Isaiah or
Deuteronomy in his back pocket. As Jesus traveled and taught he quoted passages
from throughout Isaiah and Deuteronomy, not only from one favorite chapter or
two. This means he had memorized them – or much of them – studied them deeply
and was immersed in them so that when he taught he regularly cited phrases and
verses. Remember Jesus was human like us. He did not have an Isaiah or
Deuteronomy chip implanted in his brain. He studied the book and learned its
meaning.
The ethical system we call the Sermon on the Mount also finds much of its origin
in Deuteronomy, the final book of the Torah. Thus Christians who seek to live by
Jesus’ principles are living by Deuteronomy – whether aware of it or not.
Jesus grew up gradually and learned as he grew. Obviously, he studied Isaiah and
Deuteronomy and the Psalms, Genesis, and other books. As Luke tells us, “The
child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom: and the favor of God was upon
him…. And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human
favor” (2:40, 52). As we noted earlier, when he was twelve, he went with his
parents to Passover in Jerusalem. He went to the temple, and “was sitting among
the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. And all who heard him
were amazed at his understanding and his answers” (Luke 2:46-47). I am
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guessing it was perhaps Isaiah or Deuteronomy they were discussing. They were
impressed with how well Jesus knew these books, and how insightfully he
interpreted their writings.
I hope to show that God was also present in Jesus in a unique way. When Jesus
spoke and acted, the reign of God was coming through him. But traditional,
conservative Christian theology is clear that this did not cancel his fully human
nature. Jesus was human, as we are, and when he was stabbed by the Roman
soldiers, he bled as we bleed. He also got angry, and sometimes he called people
fools. He confronted the authorities for their various injustices. He was a realist
about human nature.
I believe that our interpretation of Jesus’ teachings should pay attention to their
context in Isaiah and Deuteronomy. I believe if we do not see how Yeshua’s
teachings are rooted in the Old Testament, we treat them like flowers that have
been pulled out of the soil and displayed in a vase of water. They get thin, or they
even lose their real life. Similarly, when the teachings of Jesus are uprooted we
plant them again in our own soil. They take on the meaning we put into them,
rather than retaining their real meaning. We shape his teachings to fit the distortion
of our own interests: greed, militarism, nationalism, racism, individualism, and
rationalization of what we wanted to hear Jesus say.
Yeshua also quoted Genesis; he referred to Leviticus, Daniel, Jeremiah, Zechariah
and others. I am not saying he only referred to Isaiah or Deuteronomy, but they are
a symbol of how deeply rooted Jesus was in the Old Testament, just as we know
from the Dead Sea Scrolls and Qumran community, which was contemporary with
Jesus, quoted from the prophet Isaiah more than any other writing.
“Building Fences” around commands
Sages (early name for rabbis) were to define instances in which lesser commands
could be compromised in order to obey more important commands. The rabbis
sought to “build fences” around the commands. One familiar example involves
using God’s name disrespectfully. Since the Jews feared misusing God’s Name
(Yahweh), they substituted “Adonai” whenever they would read the name aloud.
Modern Jews will often write “G-d” instead of “God” as an additional fence
around the fence around this command. (21) Christ argues that canonizing tradition
is dangerous because it frequently results in DISPLACING the original intent of
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Scripture through too many layers of fencing. The focus becomes the “fences”
rather than the commandments, and commandments become burdens instead of
opportunities. Yeshua argues that violating a rabbi’s “fence” is not equivalent to
violating God’s Word.
The Key to Scripture
Once, a scribe who had become impressed with Yeshua’s teaching asked him what
the most important commandment of all was.
“Yeshua answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the
Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.” The
second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other
commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:29-31).
Matthew adds an additional comment of Yeshua, “On these two commandments
hang all the Torah and the Prophets” (Matthew 22:40). The whole message of
Scripture, which Yeshua fully upheld in his life and ministry, hangs upon love for
God and love for our neighbor. This love for neighbor, of course, is not a matter of
mere sentiment, but of treating our neighbor the way we would want to be treated.
Or as Yeshua said elsewhere, “In everything do to others as you would have them
do to you; for this is the Torah and the Prophets” (Matthew 7:12).
In contrast, some expressions of Christianity, particularly in the modern era, tend
to view the ethical dimension as secondary to the theological dimension. They tend
to emphasize Yeshua’s person and the nature of his atoning work over his teaching
and example. I don’t want to minimize either aspect, but Yeshua himself says that
the whole of Scripture – or at least the whole of Scripture that he and the rest of the
Jewish people possessed in his day – depends not upon proper definitions of God
and his nature but on two commandments. And these commandments focus on our
relationships with God and our fellow human beings. Yeshua seems more intent on
teaching a way of life than on defining theological truths. As we study this way of
life, however, we will see that it is far more than adherence to a set of rules or
ethical guidelines; rather Yeshua’s ethics reveal his character as God in our midst,
and adopting them transforms our character from within.
Ethics always have to do with how we live and behave – how we treat those
around us in ways that can be seen and experienced; therefore, my emphasis
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throughout our study will be practical. Sometimes I will spend time laying a
theological or interpretive foundation, but the goal is always to more accurately
understand the practical implications of Yeshua’s teachings. Because of this
emphasis, we won’t explore every theological question inherent in the
Jewish/Christian pathway of Yeshua. (We will have to leave those for another
time!)
A Jewish Reading of the Scripture
Our emphasis on the Jewishness of Jesus leads us to read the Gospels in ways that
Jewish students have read the Torah for millennia. This approach to reading will
become clear as we go, but we can consider some aspects before we begin. (22)
First, the Scripture is divinely inspired, the very Word of God. Hence, every phrase
and word, even the smallest parts of words, which Yeshua termed “one jot or one
tittle” (in the King James Version), (23) are packed with meaning. The art of Jewish
interpretation is to discover and unpack the meaning that lies within the details of
the text, sometimes in rather imaginative ways. Therefore, Jewish interpretation
doesn’t always look for a text’s one true and final meaning but often discovers, and
lives quite happily with multiple meanings. Furthermore, to the bafflement of more
modern and linear readers, Jewish interpretation can live happily even with
apparently contradictory meanings. Because Scripture is the Word of God, its
possibilities are boundless – although, of course, there are readings that violate the
clear message of Scripture as a whole and can’t be accepted.
Openness to multiple implications of the biblical text leads to a conversational
approach to study because there is always something new to learn and consider
through interaction with other students, both past and present. In this course, we
will extend the ancient Jewish conversation about Scripture into our reading of the
Gospels to discover new and deeper meaning there.
Another aspect of Jewish reading of Scripture is its attention to narrative – the
storyline of the Bible – as a means of conveying theological truth. Jewish students
traditionally expect that the story’s details, and the way that it’s told, will have as
much to teach as the more explicit doctrinal portions of Scripture.
Attention to the narrative flow of Scripture reveals an underlying continuity within
it. Not only is there continuity within the biblical narrative as a whole, but also the
individual stories are often interconnected in ways that carry tremendous meaning.
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A Torah translator notes: “. . . a general biblical pattern in which history is seen as
a cycle of approximate and significant recurrences.” Thus, an example from the
earliest chapters of Genesis, God’s interrogation of Cain (4:9-12) echoes his
interrogation of Adam (3:9-12), both beginning with the question “Where?” In the
next chapter, the description of Seth’s birth to Adam, “in his likeness after his
image” (5:3, NJPS), echoes God’s decision to make humankind “in our image,
after our likeness” (1:26, NJPS).
As another example, after Abraham arrives in the land promised to him by God, he
goes down to Egypt to escape a famine. Later he goes forth from Egypt with many
possessions after God afflicts the Pharaoh with plagues (12:10-30). This story, of
course, is retold in Exodus with the children of Israel re-enacting the part of
Abraham. Later, it will be retold in Matthew when Yeshua and his family flee for
their lives to Egypt and then re-enter the land of Israel. The stories of Torah are
repeated and expanded in Torah itself and throughout the Hebrew Scriptures to
reveal new theological truth. We will encounter the same echoing and retelling of
the ancient stories as we hear the Gospels with Jewish ears.
Deuteronomy, the final book of the Torah, fades in after Israel’s forty-year
wilderness sentence has been served. The previous generation tested God’s
patience, embraced cynical and critical attitudes, and insulted Yahweh’s integrity.
As we enter more deeply into the book, we realize that Moses – the ancient,
seasoned leader – is preparing to meet his Maker.
Take notice that God longed for his people to willingly serve him with undivided
hearts. Bible history records the sad facts: the Hebrews experienced occasional
bursts of faith and zeal, but these were negated by long-term unfaithfulness. In
many eras of Israelite history, the masses turned away from Yahweh after other
gods. In other instances, they outwardly worshiped Yahweh, but their hearts were
far from him. This corporate inclination toward a divided heart does not surface
out of nowhere. It began on an individual, personal basis.
Traditional Christian views of Torah, however, sometimes make it difficult to
understand Jesus’ teachings. One finds at least four different views of Torah:
(1) The first one is the Jewish view. Torah is divine wisdom, which teaches the
knowledge of God and reverence for his will. Torah reveals God’s nature. He is the
Creator and Master of the universe. God as revealed in Torah is sovereign over all.
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(2) The second is the Christian view which often describes the old law as
perverted legalism. At best, the Christian view of Torah can be ambivalent or
negative.
(3) The third view is the most abominable. As Christians we have not studied
Judaism for its own sake. The Jewish view of Torah is described wrongly as a
salvation-by-works religion, a simple earn-your-way legalistic religious system of
oppression. The Jewish concept of God’s compassion and his sovereignty is
replaced with traditional, untutored prejudices.
(4) Jesus’ View. The fourth view, however, is essential, but it is routinely
neglected. It is Jesus’ view. How did Jesus view Torah? Like other rabbis and
teachers, Jesus developed his own approach within the parameters of ancient
Jewish faith and practice. Consequently, Jesus cannot be alienated from Judaism or
exiled from his people. But one thing is clear. Those wanting to understand Torah
must never reject the Jewish people and Judaism.

Man’s Responsibility/ God’s Sovereignty
It may seem odd, however, to speak of hearing the Gospels with Jewish ears
because the word Gospel itself is a quintessentially Christian term. But like so
much surrounding the figure of Jesus, it is thoroughly rooted in the Jewish world of
his day. Gospel is a translation of the Greek word evangelion, which is not a
specifically religious term but means good news, a glad announcement, or perhaps
a declaration of victory. It parallels the Hebrew word besorah, which we will
sometimes use in place of gospel.
Another term that is essential to our study is midrash, (see Appendix) based on a
Hebrew root meaning “to explore or search out.” “It is a search for solutions from
the text of the Bible to questions that the text does not directly address.” Midrash is
born out of problems that exist in the text as well as the contemporary needs of the
believing community.
Midrash explores the rich and sometimes mysterious layers of the ancient biblical
text to discover messages for our lives today. Modern readers might argue whether
these messages are really in the text or are just read into it by creative interpreters.
In Jewish tradition remember - discovering new and unexpected meanings – as
long as there is some connection to the text – is seen as a way to honor Scripture as
the Word of God and to unlock another portion of its infinite meaning. Through
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story and metaphor, midrash brings together the varying challenges of life and the
eternal truths of Scripture. Through midrash, Scripture informs our imaginations
and our common sense, and often reveals itself in new and striking ways.
Both Yeshua and the writers who tell his story utilize midrash continually. They
use it to explore the meaning of Scripture in light of the new reality introduced in
by the besorah (gospel) of Messiah and to show how the new reality emerges from
all that has come before in Scripture.
Many have demonstrated that Jesus taught in typical rabbinic fashion, using this
method. It helps us to understand him better and follow him more closely. Since
many of Yeshua’s sermons were midrashim, we can dispel the misguided idea that
Jesus preached “topical” sermons. We will observe that he actually preached
expository sermons with an emphasis upon applying the principle of the text. He
started with the Old Testament text, looked for the principle within the text
(sometimes the main principle, sometimes a secondary principle), and then applied
the principle to his day. Since some of his teachings are based on Hebraic
expressions they lose their edge when translated into Greek or English we must
examine how Christ applied principles from that text as New Testament teaching.
Needless to say, this is not an exact science; some guesswork is involved. But we
are not without clues.
Preaching in the “midrash style” (which emphasized applying the broad principle
behind a Scripture to a variety of current situations) did not change much between
the first and later centuries, but how texts were interpreted did change.
Another Jewish source defines midrash as “The discovery of meaning other than
literal in the Bible.” For our purposes we should think of an early first century
midrash as a Jewish sermon that resembles, in some ways, a modern expository
sermon. The main point in such a sermon may or may not focus upon the
particulars in the text, but the principle behind the particulars in the spotlight. In
other instances, a little noticed implication might become the emphasis, as in the
case of Matthew 22:31-32 (KJV). In this text Yeshua uses midrash to refute the
Sadducees by calling attention to an unnoticed implication from a text. Although
quoted in the Old Testament (though not the main thought), Jesus’ midrash follows
logically:
“But as touching the resurrection of the dead, have ye not read that which
was spoken unto you by God, saying, I am the God of Abraham, and the God
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of Isaac, and the God of Jacob? God is not the God of the dead, but of the
living.”
(Occasionally you will see the word midrash, spelled with a capital “M.” This
refers to a specific rabbinic collection of Midrashim [the plural of midrash], called
Midrash Rabbah, commentaries on the Five Books of Moses, and the five scrolls of
the Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther.)
I have used the term Torah several times already without explaining its meaning.
Torah is one of the central concepts of Judaism, which has found its way into the
vocabulary of Christian students of Scripture as well. Often translated as “law,”
Torah is better defined as instruction. In its simplest use it refers to the Five Books
of Moses and especially to the legal and ethical instruction within those books, but
it can also be applied to the whole of the Hebrew Scriptures and to Jewish writings
commenting on Scripture, especially on the Five Books of Moses. (24) Torah can
even mean “teaching” when it is distinct from the Word of God. For example, we
can speak of Yeshua’s torah (teaching), which reflects, or as he claims, fulfills
Torah (God’s teachings in Scripture).
Throughout this study, we will emphasize ethics, the pathway of right behavior.
But the emphasis doesn’t eliminate our need for the Holy Spirit’s leading. Yeshua
didn’t say, “Follow my instructions,” or “Follow the ethical pathway that I will
describe.” Rather he said, “Follow me.” As Eugene Peterson notes:
When we follow Jesus, it means that we don’t know exactly what it means,
at least in detail. We follow him, letting him pick the roads, set the
timetables, tell us what we need to know but only when we need to know it .
. .When Jesus says, “Follow me,” and we follow, we don’t know where we
will go next or what we will do next. That is why we follow the one who
does know.” (25)
Closely associated with the midrash technique is the frequent use of parables.
Parables such as Jesus used were extremely prevalent among ancient sages, and
over 4,000 of them have survived in rabbinic literature.
Disciple making
As we have noted the proper response to the Sermon is to follow, or obey, its
teachings. The English word “disciples” fails to convey the richness of the
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relationship between a rabbi and his talmidim (disciples) in the first century A.D.
Teachers, both iterant like Yeshua and settled ones, attracted followers who
wholeheartedly gave themselves over to their teachers (though not in a mindless
way, as happens today in some cults). The essence of the relationship was one of
trust in every area of living, and its goal to make the disciple (talmid) like his rabbi
in knowledge, wisdom and ethical behavior (compare 10:24-25).
Also important for us to know is that midrash was used in the context of disciple
making. According to David Bivin, (26)
“… the rabbis of Jesus’ day spent much of their time traveling throughout
the country to communicate their teaching and interpretations of Scripture.
An itinerant rabbi was the norm rather than the exception. Hundreds and
perhaps thousands of such rabbis circulated in the land of Israel in the first
century. To “make many disciples” was one of the three earliest sayings
recorded in the Midrash, and perhaps the highest calling of a rabbi. Often he
would select and train large numbers of disciples, but he was perfectly
willing to teach as few as two or three students. It is recorded that the
Apostle Paul’s teacher Gamaliel had one thousand disciples who were
students with him.”
Following a rabbi meant taking leave from one’s career for weeks or months to
follow the sage as he traveled the countryside. The disciple would listen as the
rabbi taught the crowds who eagerly gathered to receive spiritual nature. The
faithful disciple might one day himself become a sage with his own ban of
disciples.
The disciple would memorize the teachings of the rabbi. All devout Jews would
have already memorized the Torah in their youth, so this knowledge was assumed.
The disciple would listen to the casual discussions between the rabbi and fellow
disciples; he might ask questions, help the sage by teaching smaller groups, and
even emulate his mannerisms and habits. Rabbis would repeat their same teachings
to new crowds; this would help the disciple memorize his rabbi’s words.
If we understand the Jewish concept of discipleship, we can better explain the
similarities between Matthew, Mark, and Luke. In first century Judaism, a
disciple’s primary job was to memorize his sage’s words, most of which were
midrashim. Day and night, disciples would rehearse what the master said,
practicing to attain perfection.

46

If we embrace that a disciple’s main task was to memorize the teachings of his
sage, then Jesus’ disciples would have passed on memorized tractates, complete
with descriptions and event details. Since Yeshua repeated similar sermons to
differing crowds, the Gospel “quotations” are really summaries, either edited
quotations or loose quotations. We should remember that the use of quotation
marks is a relatively modern concept. In the Gospels, the difference between
summary and exact quotation is unclear. Thus some differences can be explained
by how much was summarized. Those memorized accounts make up a large
percentage of the synoptic – particularly the wordings and events that converge in
Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Understanding some of the mechanics of preservation
does not eliminate the divine mystery of the providence of inspiration. From a
practical perspective, we might envy the early believers for their diligence as they
hid vast portions of God’s Word in their hearts.
Mishnah ‘Abot 5:12 categorizes disciples as to four types:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

Quick to grasp, quick to forget – he loses what he gains.
Slow to grasp, slow to forget – what he loses he gains.
Quick to grasp, slow to forget – a sage.
Slow to grasp, quick to forget – a bad lot indeed.

This list shapes the entire Sermon because it jolts us all into listening more
attentively. Jesus approached ethics/morals through the lens of who were actually
living out the kingdom vision.

Divine Reversal Theme
At the core of Yeshua’s ethical/moral teaching is the theme of divine reversal,
indeed divine reversal is a dominant theme of the entire gospel story. The kingdom
of God (more in chapter 3) is announced as a reign that overturns and reverses the
priorities of the kingdoms of man. It is a kingdom based on self-giving love and
true justice between human beings rather than on the quest for power and selfaggrandizement, which characterizes the kingdoms of this world.
The king of this kingdom arrives on the scene in simplicity, even in weakness,
reversing the way we would expect the Son of God to step into the stage of history.
As he lays out the standards and values of his kingdom he continues this theme of
reversal. Those who are great in the kingdom are the lowest of all and the servants
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of all. This king models servanthood in all that he does, ultimately laying down his
life for his subjects. The final act of apparent weakness is in fact the pinnacle of
divine reversal, overturning the powers and values of the kingdom of man to lay
the foundation of the kingdom of God.

Divine Reversal in the Hebrew Scriptures
The theme of divine reversal comes to fulfillment in the Gospels but it is not
foreign to Jewish thinking. It is deeply rooted in the Hebrew Scriptures, beginning
in the Torah with the narratives of Genesis. For example, God chooses Abraham to
become the father of the Chosen People and a blessing to all humankind, but
Abraham is without an heir and married to a woman who apparently is barren. In
accord with an ancient custom, Abraham sires a son through his wife’s slave,
Hagar, but God makes it clear that Ishmael, the firstborn will not be Abraham’s
heir.. Instead, God allows Abraham’s wife to finally conceive and give him a son.
The younger Isaac will carry on Abraham’s legacy (Genesis 17:15-21). Here is a
double reversal: An elderly couple produces a son after many years of barrenness,
and this younger son will inherit in place of his older brother. This reversal was
undoubtedly even more striking to those who first heard the story.
Ancient Hebrew practice clearly gave the inheritance rights and privileges to the
firstborn, as was expressed in the Torah (see Deuteronomy 21:15-17). The right of
the firstborn is not explained or rationalized here. It is assumed as a foundation of
the social order that is not to be overturned by mere human preference. But the line
of the patriarchs displays a divine reversal of this practice: Isaac not Ishmael;
Jacob, not Esau; and Judah (or Joseph), not Reuben. Thus, the Jewish people as a
whole are a product of divine reversal, displaying this dynamic on the stage of
human history.
Later, the story of David echoes the same reversal. Samuel comes to the house of
Jesse to anoint a new king for Israel, and Elijah, the firstborn is presented to him,
but the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of
his stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see;
they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (I Samuel
16:7). God not only has Samuel pass over the firstborn son, but he chooses David,
whom his father had mentioned as an afterthought, “There remains the youngest,
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but he is keeping the sheep” (I Samuel 16:11). Everyone is taken by surprise, but
they shouldn’t have been because this simply repeated the pattern set in the
patriarch’s lives, which elevates the wisdom of God over the wisdom of humankind. Significantly, when the God of Israel takes on human form, he comes as the
Son of David, an afterthought in the minds of humankind – “for he had no form or
majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should
desire him” (Isaiah 53:2b) – but the essential player in the drama directed by God.
Doctrinal reversal not only characterizes Yeshua and his ethical teaching, but it
also holds a promise for those who seek to follow him. We are not on our own on
this spiritual journey, but when we follow and are faithful in pursuing the Master’s
pathway; he will change us on a personal level through a process of divine
reversal. Our course does not lay out a code of behavior but serves as a guide on a
journey of transformation designed by the Master himself.

Creation Renewal
To fully understand the kingdom and the transforming ethics of Jesus we need to
understand God’s new creation (See Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11). Hear these
words of Isaiah applied to Jesus:
[Isaiah 42:1-4, NJPS; applied to Jesus in Matthew 12:18-21]
“This is My servant, whom I uphold, My chosen one, in whom I delight. I have put
My spirit upon him, he shall teach the true way to the nations. He shall not cry out
or shout aloud, or make his voice heard in the streets. He shall not break even a
bruised reed, or snuff out even a dim wick.”
“He shall bring forth the true way . . .And the coastlands shall await his teaching.”
The besorah (good news) presents the life and ministry of Yeshua as a new
beginning – a new creation – that restores us to the relationship with God revealed
in the original creation. This new creation is the proper backdrop for understanding
and applying Yeshua’s ethical teaching.
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Mark’s Portrayal of New Creation
The beginning of the besorah of Yeshua the Messiah, the Son of God, as it is
written in the Prophets:
“Behold, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me…”
(Malachi 3:1, cf. Exodus 23:20).
“A voice crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of Adonai; make his
paths straight” (Isaiah 40:3).
Yochanan (John) came immersing in the wilderness and preaching an
immersion of t’shuvah (repentance) – return to God for the forgiveness of sins”
(Mark 1: 1-4).
The first word in the original Greek of Mark’s account is arche (beginning), which
is an echo of the first word in the Hebrew Scriptures, b’reisheet, (“in the
beginning). Thus, Mark signals that his account of Yeshua’s ministry will involve
a Midrash on Genesis. This does not mean that Mark is writing historical fiction or
writing a script based on a true event as we sometimes see in films; instead Mark
provides an accurate narrative of the early chapters of Yeshua’s story in phrases
that reflect the early chapters of Torah.
As Moses does in much of the continuous story of Genesis and Exodus, Mark
employs narrative theology, that is, he tells the story with a careful choice of words
and phrases to highlight connections and implications that carry a theological
message. Thus, in his opening words – “the beginning of the besorah of Yeshua the
Messiah” – Mark portrays the appearance of Messiah as a re-creation, a new
beginning, and goes on to reinforce this idea in the following verses.
When Mark uses creation terminology to describe this more recent act of divine
intervention, he is following a pattern set in Exodus, which portrays the
deliverance from Egypt as a new creation. In Genesis, God creates humankind as
the culmination of his work of creation. In Exodus, God creates a new humankind,
Israel, to be his chosen people among all the peoples of the earth. In Genesis God
promises the patriarchs that he will make of them a great people; in Exodus he
fulfills the promise. In Genesis, when God creates humankind, he blesses them:
“be fruitful and multiply and fill the land” (Genesis 1:28). Later this blessing
passes on through Abraham and his offspring (Gen. 17:6-8:3-4, 48:4), to reappear
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at the opening of Exodus: “the chosen of Israel were fruitful and increased
abundantly, multiplied and became very numerous; and the land was filled with
them” (Ex. 1:7).
The drama of “In the beginning” continues to shape the Exodus story as the
Israelites leave the bondage of Egypt and arrive at the shore of the
Red Sea. In Genesis, the sea was the primordial chaos out of which God brought
order and beauty. On the second day of Creation, the Lord made a “firmament” to
divide the waters above from the waters below. On the third day he said, “Let the
waters under the heavens be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land
appear” (Genesis l 1:9). Now, in Exodus the Lord divides the waters again, this
time to bring salvation to the Israelites. The waters are divided by a ruach, a
“strong east wind” (Exod. 14:21), just as the ruach, or spirit, of the Lord had
hovered over the waters in the beginning. As during Creation, the waters are tamed
to reveal dry land, and in Exodus the dry land emerges at the scene of divine
rescue.
Exodus employs these echoes of the Genesis account to reveal that redemption is a
new creation. The same God who spoke all things into being will now speak
salvation into being for his people. Hundreds of years later, Isaiah takes up this
Genesis-Exodus imagery and applies it to the return from Babylon.
A voice rings out:
“Clear in the desert a road for the Lord! Level in the wilderness a highway
for our God! Let every valley be raised, every hill and mount become level
and the ridges become a plain. The presence of the Lord shall appear, and
all flesh, as one, shall behold – for the Lord Himself has spoken.” (Isaiah
40:3-5, NJPS)
As God did in the Exodus from Egypt, Isaiah declares, he will again prepare a way
in the wilderness. Just as the Lord parted the Red Sea, he will remove all barriers
to create a path of return from Babylon. Just as Exodus echoes the language of
Creation to tell its story, Isaiah echoes both Exodus and Genesis.
“And the Lord will utterly destroy the tongue of the sea of Egypt; and will
wave his hand over the River with his scorching wind; and will split it into
seven channels, and make a way to cross on foot; so there shall be a
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highway from Assyria for the remnant that is left of his people, as there was
for Israel when they came up from the land of Egypt.
You will say in that day: I will give thanks to you, O Lord, for though you
were angry with me, your anger turned away, and you comforted me. Surely
God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid, for the Lord God is
my strength and my might; he has become my salvation” (Isaiah11:15-12:2
KRSV).
The final two lines here are the key to interpreting this whole passage in Isaiah
because they first appear in the song that Moses and the children of Israel sing at
the crossing of the Red Sea. “The Lord is my strength and my might; he has
become my salvation.” At the creation, the Lord brings forth the dry land from the
waters. In the new creation of the Exodus he parts the waters to reveal dry land
again. And now, Isaiah declares, he will do the same to bring about a new Exodus,
out of the exile imposed by the Assyrians and Babylonians, to restore his people to
the Promised Land. “Thus there shall be a highway for the other part of His people
out of Assyria, such as there was for Israel when it left the land of Egypt” (Isaiah
11:16).

The Waters of New Creation
Exodus was a new creation; the return from exile was a new exodus. Now, Mark
takes up the language of Isaiah to show that the coming of Messiah is also a new
creation, a new exodus, and a new return from exile. “A voice crying in the
wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of Adonai; make his paths straight” (Mark 1:3).
After Mark establishes this prophetic setting he introduces Yochanan, John the
Baptister, and recounts the details of his story (Mark 1:4-8). Baptism, or immersion
in water, was a familiar ritual of cleansing and consecration in first-century
Judaism, but Mark will lend additional meaning to immersion as he tells the story
of John’s ministry, meaning that is new, but based on the ancient text of the
Hebrew Scriptures.
Mark employs Midrash to show that within the concrete events of his day, an
apocalyptic new creation has already begun. The key text of his opening verses,
Isaiah 40, was a favored passage of the Qumran community, the keepers of the
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Dead Sea Scrolls. John immersed in the wilderness of Judea (Matt. 3:1), a location
in the southern Jordan Valley. Qumran is located by the Dead Sea, not far from this
same area. It is striking that the Qumran community took the same words, Isaiah
40:3, with which Mark introduces John, as their theme verse.
In Jewish tradition, Isaiah 40 is the first of seven sections from Isaiah read in the
weeks leading up to Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New Year) and called “the portions of
consolation.” This section begins with the words, “Comfort, oh comfort my people,
says your God,” and then continues:
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and declare to her that her term of service is
over. That her iniquity is expiated; for she has received at the hand of the
Lord double for all her sins. A voice rings out: “Clear in the desert a road
for the Lord!” (Isaiah 40:1-3, NJPS)
In applying Isaiah 40 to John, Mark casts his message as one of consolation. Israel
is living under Roman occupation and oppression, and there is an even more
difficult time of judgment to come, but the result will be restoration to God.
Yochanan’s ministry in clearing a pathway of return for all of Israel who will heed
his words and respond by receiving immersion for the forgiveness of sin is in
preparation for the appearing of the promised Messiah, who brings a new creation
to the faithful in Israel and the world.
After quoting from Isaiah, Mark tells of the multitudes that come from Jerusalem
and all Judea to be immersed. Then he continues:
“In those days Yeshua came from Nazareth of Galilee and was immersed by
Yochanan in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, he
saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.
And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son the Beloved; with you I am
well pleased.” (Mark 1:9-11)
Again, Mark invokes the language of Creation to tell his story. Commentator
William L. Lane notes, “The cosmic significance of this event is indicated by the
vision of the rending of the heavens, the descent of the Spirit and the testimony of
the voice from heaven.” (27) The dramatic impact is heightened by Mark’s choice of
words. “Torn apart” is from the Greek verb schizo, a dramatic word that appears
only in Mark’s account of Yeshua’s immersion, and hints at the Creation itself.
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Likewise, the Spirit descending like a dove and a voice speaking from heaven
remind us of Genesis.
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was
without form, and void, and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the
Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let
there be light”; and there was light.” (Genesis 1:1-3, NKJV)
Lane continues, “The descent of the Spirit signifies new creation, corresponding to
the cosmic overtones in the rending [schizo) of the heavens.” When Yeshua came
from Galilee to be immersed by John, he was not just following an obscure ritual
practiced by some religious first-century Jews; rather his immersion marked a new
human race, including each of us. When we consider following the Jewish Jesus,
we are not just choosing one way of life or one set of ethical teaching over another,
rather following Yeshua means a new start in life, a personal re-creation that
restores us to the original purpose for which we were made.

New Creation in the Wilderness
Before we study this way of Jesus in more detail, there is one final connection
between the opening verses of Mark and the early chapters of Genesis.
Mark writes:
“And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the
wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts;
and the angels waited on him” (Mark 1:12-13 KRSV).
As in the previous passage, Mark employs a word that is unique to him. In the
other Gospels, after Jesus’ immersion by John, Yeshua is led by the Spirit into the
wilderness (Matt. 4:1; Luke 4:1). Here he is driven out. Mark’s word is ekballo,
which also appears in the Greek translation of Genesis, when Adam and Eve were
“driven out” of the Garden of Eden after they sinned (Gen. 3:24). Mark is again
echoing Genesis, but this time he deliberately reverses the order of the story. In
Genesis, Adam first names the wild animals, later he is tempted and falls, and then
he is driven out of the Garden. Yeshua is first driven out into the wilderness; then
he is tempted but doesn’t fall. Then he is with the wild animals. At the end of
Yeshua’s sojourn in the wilderness, the angels “took care of him” in contrast with
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Adam’s sojourn when the angels (or cherubim) “took care of him” by closing the
way back to Eden with a flaming sword (Gen. 3:24).
In Mark the wilderness (or desert; both the Hebrew and Greek terms can be
translated either way) is the place of restoration. It is the opposite of Eden, the
well-watered garden, yet it paradoxically becomes a new Eden where the new
humanity represented by Yeshua can again meet with the Lord who walked “in the
garden in the cool of the day” (Gen. 3:8, AV). In the wilderness, Yeshua is
tempted but prevails and is cared for by the angels.
Even earlier in Mark, the wilderness is the place of encounter with God. John
appears in the wilderness, and everyone goes out to him there, just as Israel had to
go out of Egypt and into the wilderness to be redeemed from bondage. Yeshua
goes out to the wilderness to be immersed and then, in direct illusion to Exodus,
spends forty days in the wilderness, just as Israel spent forty years in “the great
and awesome desert, in which were fiery serpents and scorpions and thirsty land
where there was no water” (Deut. 8:15). In Exodus, the journey through the
wilderness first brings Israel to Mount Sinai, the place of revelation. In the
besorah, likewise the wilderness is the place of encounter with God – not just at the
beginning of the story but throughout. (See for example, Mark 1:35, 45; 6:31; 9:2;
Luke 5:16). Both stories are told against the backdrop of Creation, revealing the
encounter in the wilderness as a new creative act of God that will change
everything.
What does all this mean for our theme of following the transformative ethics of
Yeshua? Our Jewish reading of the gospel story provides not just an interesting
accessory to the narrative, but unlocks meaning and implications for us today. It
helps us see that following Jesus is not a course correction or an embellishment for
our already full lives, but a radical redirection that changes the whole nature of our
lives. Following Yeshua is not just an adherence to a body of ethical teaching,
although that is undeniably involved, but also transformation from above that
empowers us to obey. Just as Yeshua himself embodies a new creation as he
appears in the wilderness and rises up from the waters of immersion, so his
followers become new creations as they walk in the pathway that he has opened up
for them.
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“Follow Me”
Mark’s account of the good news of Messiah opens in the desert, but it does not
remain there for long; soon it traces Yeshua’s steps back to Galilee, the densely
populated homeland of his youth, where he will begin his public ministry.
“Now after Yochanan was arrested, Yeshua came to Galilee, proclaiming
the good news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of
God has come near, repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:14-15).
As we have seen, the Hebrew equivalent for “good news” is besorah. It appears in
Isaiah 40, a few verses after the “voice in the wilderness” passage we considered
previously. “Get you to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up
your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not
fear, say to the cities of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’” (Isaiah 4:9). “Herald of good
tidings” is one word in Hebrew, based on the same root as besorah. A herald is one
who brings a royal proclamation, most often of good things.
The word appears twice in 40:9 and twice again in 52:7, “How beautiful upon the
mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces shalom, who brings good
news, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.” In Samuel,
the root word appears repeatedly to describe a report, usually positive, fresh from
the field of battle (I Sam. 31:9, 2 Sam. 1:20; 4:10; 18:19). We can picture the
herald running to the king’s encampment, or to a beleaguered city, telling them that
victory has just been won, announcing salvation, and declaring that the king reigns
as in Isaiah 52:87. The word appears again in Isaiah 61 in the passage that Yeshua
reads in his home synagogue in Nazareth, announcing his own ministry, “The spirit
of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to
bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim
liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners. . .” (Isaiah 61:1).

The Good News of Repentance
An announcement like this requires a response, of course, and this element of the
besorah becomes an essential part of its meaning. Thus, Yeshua combines his
announcement of good news with a call to repentance, “The time is fulfilled, and
the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” This
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call to repentance however, does not stand alone but leads to another challenge.
Immediately after he cries out, “Repent!” Yeshua encounters two brothers, Simon
and Andrew, laboring over their fishing nets. He says to them, “Follow me and I
will make you fish for people” (Mark 1:15-17).
In his parallel account Matthew captures the same sequence of repent and follow,
as Yeshua returns to Galilee from the desert to launch his ministry:
“From that time Yeshua began to proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near.” As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two
brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net
into the sea – for they were fishermen. And he said to them, “Follow me, and
I will make you fish for people” (Matt. 4:17-19).
The call to repentance goes forth to all, and Yeshua will proclaim it “from that time
on.”
“Follow me! is a specific personal call, which he will repeat to each individual.
The call to repentance reiterates the message of the Hebrew prophets, who spoke
extensively of repentance, or return as it is called in Hebrew. For example,
consider the words of Hosea:
‘Come, let us return to the Lord; for it is he who has torn, and he will heal
us; he has struck down, and he will bind us up” (Hos. 6:1).
“But as for you, return to your God, hold fast to love and justice, and wait
continually for your God” Hos. 12:7 (Hos. 12:6 in Christian Bibles).
“Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God, for you have stumbled because of
your iniquity. Take words with you and return to the Lord, say to him, “Take
away all guilt; accept that which is good, and we will offer the fruit of our
lips” (Hos. 11:2-3) [Hos. 14:1-2].
To return is an essential Jewish message and essential to the good news that
Yeshua proclaims. There can be no real faith and no genuine response to God that
does not include turning away from our old behavior and taking on new behavior.
The Greek term for repentance is metanoia, which can be translated literally as
“change of mind.” Bible students sometimes think of it as a change of mind that
leads to a change of behavior. But in the Hebrew text and in the Jewish outlook
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that comes from it, repentance focuses on the change of behavior itself. If you want
to follow the Jewish Jesus, we need to be ready for an radical overhaul of our
behavior and not just a modification of our beliefs.
It isn’t just the evil and injustice in the world that makes it so hard for these Jewish
people to imagine that Jesus could be the Messiah; rather it is the injustice
perpetrated by those who claim to follow Jesus that is the stumbling block. If the
world were as evil as it is but included a band of people faithfully following the
teachings of Jesus of Nazareth in a divine reversal of the corruption around them,
doubtless more Jewish people could consider the possibility that this Jesus is the
Messiah. If the world remained evil but those who professed faith in Jesus had
truly turned away from sin and turned to God – repenting and becoming followers
rather than adherents – the overall Jewish response to Jesus might have been far
different.
John is alert to the need for genuine repentance.
Thus, when people come to him to be immersed, he warns them that immersion
itself won’t suffice; they must bear fruit worthy of repentance. The people respond,
“So then, what should we do?” and John answers;
“Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and
whoever has food must do likewise.”
Even tax collectors came to be immersed, and they asked him, “Teacher
what should we do?”
He said to them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.”
Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what should we do?”
He said to them, “Do not exhort money from anyone by threads of false
accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.” (Luke 3:10-14)
John clearly understands repentance to involve action, not just a revised state of
mind. It means turning to God and turning away from sin – not as an abstract
condition but as the specific ugly, wrong things we do in real life. His answer to
the question, “What should we do?” places us squarely in Jewish space. Centuries
later, one of the sages of the Talmud taught, “When a man is led in for Judgment
he is asked, did you deal faithfully….” (Shab. 31a). Rabbi Telushkin explains,
“The Talmud proposes that the first question the Heavenly Court puts to someone
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who has died is “Did you conduct your affairs honestly?” Likewise, what John
seems to require of many who come to him for immersion is that they “deal
faithfully” in their financial and professional dealings. The tax collectors remain
tax collectors, and the soldiers remain soldiers, which, of course is difficult
enough. In contrast today, we sometimes hear the good news of Messiah proclaimed as if it has nothing to do with our behavior at all: “Only believe,” we are
told with the implication that believing is an entirely inward matter.
Believing that Jesus died on my behalf can be a cop-out if I use such a belief to
avoid real repentance, but that wouldn’t be the belief promoted in the Scriptures. In
the Jewish worldview, belief is vitally important, but it is always evident in the
way we behave. One of the great contrasts between the Jewish and Christian
religious outlooks is that Christians are concerned first with what you believe –
whether you are sound in doctrine – and Jews are concerned with how you act –
whether you’re a mensch (a real human being) in your behavior. The Jewish Jesus
doesn’t let us get away with using “Jesus died for my sins” to avoid responsibility
for our behavior. When we consider following him, we must think about changing
not just our religious behavior, but everyday behaviors, including those within our
business and professional worlds.

Yeshua’s Brand of Repentance
This call to repentance reflects the teaching of the Hebrew prophets, but no prophet
ever called his followers to follow him. (Indeed, Elijah even tells Elisha not to
follow him [2 Kings 2:1-6]. Rather, when the prophets call people to repentance,
they expect them to follow, or walk after God, as in Deuteronomy 13:4. When
Yeshua says, “Follow me!” therefore, he is issuing a radical command that puts
feet – very particular feet – to the call for repentance. Repentance is familiar terrain
in a Jewish context, but now the besorah takes us into new terrain: Repentance
means following Yeshua. Within his Jewish context, when Yeshua says, “Follow
me!” he is hinting at a claim to deity, asking for an allegiance that only God can
demand. To walk with God begins with repentance, as John preached, and then
progresses through the continual practice of compassion that Yeshua exemplified
as he embodied the core teachings of Torah.
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The Jewish Jesus is deeply concerned with our ethical behavior, but he does not
teach an ethical system as much as he embodies ethics. Following Jesus in the
practice of hesed is not a matter of checking off good deeds on our ethical master
list but a personal pursuit that leads us to God in(radical) new and unimagined
ways. “When Jesus says, “Follow me,” and we follow, we won’t know where we
will go next or what we will do next. That is why we follow the one who does
know.”

Hesed: The Fruit of Repentance (Loving-kindness)
To underline the divine origin of hesed, the Torah links it with emet (meaning
truth; Genesis 24:27; 49). Later, the Lord will again link these two words when he
describes his nature to Moses in Exodus 34, “The Lord, the Lord God, a God
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, an abounding in hesed v’emet [grace and
truth.”] Hesed is a divine attribute, and yet human beings display it, particularly by
those living on society’s margins. It lies at the heart of the divine reversal ethic that
characterizes Yeshua’s entire moral teaching. We might expect the strong and
well-positioned to be the surest source of mercy, but Scripture often portrays the
weak in this role. We look to the firstborn, the richest, the most gifted to be the
instruments of God’s purpose, but Scripture often portrays number two as the man
or woman of the hour. Later in his own life, Yeshua carries this divine reversal to
its ultimate expression.
Perhaps the prime example in the Hebrew Scriptures of hesed as the ethic of
reversal appears in the book of Ruth. The story of Ruth is full of these deeds of
kindness. At the beginning of the book, Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law.
“Go back each of you to your mother’s house. May the Lord deal with you in
hesed, as you have dealt with the dead and with me” (Ruth 1:8). Later, when Ruth
presents herself as a marriage partner to Boaz, he says, “May you be blessed by the
Lord, my daughter; this last instance of hesed is better than the first; you have not
gone after young men, whether poor or rich” (Ruth 3:1-10). Boaz characterizes
Ruth’s whole pattern of behavior since returning with Naomi as hesed from
beginning to end. When Christians read Ruth, they don’t tend to ask why it is in
the Scriptures but why Ruth appears in the genealogy of Jesus (Matt. 1:5), since it
generally follows normal usage and traces Yeshua’s descent through the males.
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Perhaps Ruth appears in the genealogy for the same reason that her book is
included in the Hebrew Scriptures – because she exemplifies doing acts of
kindness (hemilut hasadim). From her position of weakness as a foreigner, a
woman, and a widow, Ruth exercises her limited freedom to practice hesed and
thus becomes its foremost example in the Hebrew Scriptures.
Yeshua develops this theme of hesed as a virtue of outsiders. Yeshua calls upon
the insiders to learn hesed from his work among the outsiders. Furthermore,
Jesus often practices hesed in ways that make him an outsider. When we remember
that God is the first one in Torah to practice these acts of hesed, this quality of
hesed as the ethic of the marginalized is even more striking. What a reversal of
institutional religion, which so often is the defender of the status quo! Eugene
Powers writes:
“North American Christians are conspicuous for going along with whatever
the culture decides is charismatic, successful, influential – whatever gets
things done, whatever can gather a crowd of followers – hardly noticing that
these ways and means are at odds with the clearly marked way that Jesus
walked and called us to follow. Doesn’t anyone notice that the ways and
means taken up, often enthusiastically, are blasphemously at odds with the
way Jesus leads his followers? Why doesn’t anyone notice?” (28)
Followers of Yeshua, whether North American Christians, Third World Christians,
or Messianic Jews, are supposed to be countercultural (radical) – not in the 1960s
sense of dropping out but as a prophetic community that lives the Torah’s message,
particularly as embodied in Jesus and particularly as it is at cross-currents with
contemporary trends. Peterson cites the example of Elijah, who demonstrated the
“way of marginality” long before Yeshua brought it to fulfillment.
“He held no position, lived a solitary life in obscurity, appeared from time to
time without fanfare and disappeared from public view without notice. His
formative impact on how we as a people of God understand responsibility
and witness in society is inescapable and irreversible . . . The essence of the
Elijah way is that it counters the world’s way, the culture’s way.” (29)
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A Radical Call
Yeshua’s call to “Follow me!” is always a radical call. Something is gravely amiss
when the professed followers of Yeshua become the institutional or cultural
mainstream, especially when, as North America, the institutions and culture don’t
appear to have become redirected toward the way of Jesus as a result. Following
the ethical pathway of Yeshua has tremendous implications for our contemporary
religious culture, which has been shaped by materialism and consumerism far more
than we care to recognize.
Two common misinterpretations can divert our steps from this pathway. First, we
might see following Yeshua as optional, a mere accessory to the central act of
accepting him into our hearts and getting saved. We have seen the corrective to this
misinterpretation in our discussion of repentance. The distinction between faith in
Yeshua and obedience to Yeshua is a false distinction, and can only be made
outside of a biblical frame of reference.
The other misinterpretation takes Yeshua’s teachings seriously enough but writes
off the more mysterious and supernatural aspects of the besorah. There are those I
have met who believe that the Sermon on the Mount and the book of James is all
you need in the entire Bible. Just live according to their teachings and you’ll be in
good shape. Don’t worry about all the rest, including the cross, the resurrection,
and our need for salvation.
According to this view, Yeshua was a great teacher and a rabbi, perhaps the
greatest of all rabbis, but not the divine Messiah. Mark records Jesus being called
rabbi by both followers and detractors, but Matthew makes a careful distinction,
with rabbi being used by outsiders and Lord by the true followers. “For those Jews
(and all others) who do not accept Jesus as risen Messiah, he is simply another
teacher, like the rabbis of formative Judaism. For those who confess him as
crucified and raised Messiah, while Jesus is a teacher . . . he is also much more: he
is Lord who [teacher] with all authority.”
Following Yeshua then is different in kind from any other following. It is not
simply following his instructions or even following his instructions as embodied in
his example, but is following the Living One who empowers us to follow
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throughout our entire lives. “What we learn about him must therefore include what
we continue to learn from him ... [and] since faith is a response to the living Lord
who presses upon us at every moment, there is no time at which we can quit
without betraying the entire process in which we have been engaged.” (30)
The Jewish Jesus remains our rabbi, and like every rabbi, he teaches by example
and presence – but because he is also the resurrected Lord, his example is
transcendent and his presence is everywhere. We are seeking to follow Yeshua,
who not only is the exalted Son of God, but also is deeply concerned with the
ethical and practical dimension of life. He expects us to encounter God with him,
in eating and drinking, tending to the sick, serving, and meeting human needs. In
the Gospels, however, after Yeshua calls his first disciples, he does not spend
much time explaining all this; rather he demonstrates his teaching at various
settings right away, including an early incident at his home base of Capernaum. Let
us meet Yeshua there and learn more of what it means to follow him.

“Jesus of Nazareth was not a Christian – he was a Jew! The implications of
this observation for twenty-first Christianity are enormous.”
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CHAPTER 3
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:3-12

THE KINGDOM – GOD’S REIGN
The kingdom and ethics
Jesus stepped into history with the mission of warning Israel of a coming disaster
upon the nation. His warning contained a call to repent and, for those who did
repent, a promise of escape from judgment. Undergirding Jesus’ call to Israel was
his vision of the kingdom of God, the term he chose to express the end of Israel’s
self-imposed exile and the fulfillment of Israel’s hopes. Behind the impending
judgment stood the kingdom; beyond the judgment loomed the kingdom for those
who turned to God as Jesus called them. No one questions that Jesus spoke of the
kingdom, but questions about what Jesus meant by the kingdom.
What Jesus said about ethics, about how people are to live before God and with
others, remains the most misunderstood dimension of his teachings. (1) The
fundamental problem is the ethic of Jesus has been ripped away from its moorings
in what he affirmed about God and the kingdom. Reversing this process becomes
all the more important: until God and kingdom are understood, there is no place for
the ethic of Jesus. (2) What Jesus said about ethics constitutes a particular
application of his understanding of God and kingdom. There is no room here for
pious sentimentalities. So, for example, Jesus urged his followers to “turn the other
[cheek] also” (Matthew 5:39), and many have turned this saying into a general
principle of conduct. This logion [saying of Jesus], however, represents neither a
political program for passivism nor a bland prescription for ethical conduct, but a
pronouncement about how Israel is to interact with Rome in light of Israel’s
current political trouble and in light of Jesus’ call for the nation to repent in view
of the coming judgment. Jesus’ ethics are to be understood in light of how Israel is
to live in light of the coming judgment.
Jesus’ entrance into the world did not primarily add new content to what was
revealed in the Old Testament. As we see the Beatitudes of Matthew 5 reflect
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qualities listed in Isaiah 61: “poor,” “brokenhearted,” “to comfort all who mourn,”
“righteousness,” “gladness,” “shout for joy,” “humiliation,” “possess … the land,”
“rejoice greatly,” “righteousness and praise.” Loving one’s enemy (Matthew 5:44)
was already commanded in the Hebrew Scriptures (Exodus 23:4; Proverbs 25:21;
cf. Leviticus 19:34). And Jesus highlighted the “Golden Rule” – treating others as
we want to be treated, which is another way of saying “love your neighbor as
yourself” (Leviticus 19:18) – as the sum of the Law and the Prophets.
In his incarnation, life, death, resurrection and the blessed hope of his return, Jesus
gives a new meaning and motivation to the moral code of the Old Testament. The
believer’s orientation is Christ, the new Adam (Romans 5; 1 Corinthians 15) and
the image of God (Colossians 1:15; Hebrews 1:3); he has come to restore our
fallen humanity and to gradually transform us into his image (2 Corinthians 3:18).
This goal will be realized when he finally brings heaven and earth together (the
new heavens and new earth).
In his earthly ministry, Jesus announced that God’s kingdom or reign had broken
into human history, and he sought to show what it means for his followers to live
under the rule as God’s subjects and Jesus’ disciples. Living under the lordship of
Christ will lead to an enriched and deepened moral life – indeed, a moral transformation – that is sustained by God’s grace as we trust and obey our heavenly
Father.
Jesus’ ethic re-actualized the Deuteronomic ethical tradition and by extension the
Wisdom tradition (3) and set itself over against them; thus his ethic differed from
Jewish tradition only as it responded to that tradition. (4 ) Christian scholarship,
however, has tended to avoid the Jewish heritage of Jesus or even to set Jesus’
ethic over against that heritage. Too often scholars have tried to legitimate Jesus by
showing how he differed with Judaism. (5) No difference between them explains the
rise of the Jesus movement or grasps the reason for eventual parting of ways
between Judaism and emerging Christianity. Too often Christians have singled out
the worst examples of Jewish ethics and practice, imputed them to Judaism as a
whole, compared them with the ideal of Jesus, and then found Judaism wanting.
What this approach gains is ruined by what it loses: Jesus becomes a thoroughly
unhistorical figure. We need to bear in mind the dictum of E.P. Sanders:
“Religions, however, must be assessed on the basis of their highest ideals, not the
failure of individuals.” (6)
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How then has the ethic of Jesus been understood? Much of what has been written
on the subject has stemmed from pastoral theology rather than historical research,
(7) while studies of dogmatic and systematic theology have typically given the topic
little emphasis.
The transforming ethics of Jesus forms a way of life that we are not just to discuss
but to follow. Again, Jesus’ coming imparts life before God with new meaning and
motivation through his incarnation, life, death and resurrection. Being a new
creation in Christ gives new shape to our ethical lives. So, for instance, in the Old
Testament, God’s people were commanded to love God and others. Yet in the New
Testament, the “old command” gives away to the “new command”: “Love one
another, even as I have loved you” (John 13:34; cf. 1 John 2:7-8). The Christ event
has the capacity to so reshape our identity that we will put off the things that
pertain to our old life in Adam (“the old self”) and put on the virtues that find their
orientation in Christ – love, kindness, compassion, humility, gentleness, mercy,
patience, perseverance (Romans 13:12-14; Ephesians 4;17-24; Colossians 3:8-14).
The “Jesus Creed” of loving God and others is the heart of our moral lives as they
are transformed by God’s Spirit.
Yeshua continuously distinguishes between followers and adherents – those who
profess faith in Yeshua but give little indication of seeking to follow in his
footsteps. Indeed, the difference between adherents and followers unfolds
throughout history since the days of Messiah. One of the main Jewish objections
against Yeshua as Messiah is, “The prophets say that when the Messiah comes
there will be peace on earth, justice will reign, and all of humankind will worship
the true God. None of this has happened, so obviously the Messiah hasn’t come
yet, and, therefore, Jesus can’t be the Messiah.”
If we examine this traditional Jewish argument more closely, we can see another
strand of reasoning. Not only have peace and justice not arrived, but the adherents
of Jesus contribute to strife and injustice as much as anyone. One of the greatest
figures in medieval Judaism, Nachmanides, (8) made this argument nearly seven
hundred and fifty years ago, “From the days of Jesus until now, the whole world
has been full of violence and plundering and the Christians are greater spillers of
blood than all the rest….”
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Kingdom coming
The Old Testament ends with a note of unfilled hope. In one sense God had always
ruled the world. From the time of creation he reigned over all (e.g., I Chronicles
16:31; Psalm 93:1, 96:10). Yet there was another sense in which his kingly rule
had not yet been fully expressed. God was allowing creation to go on out of step
with his ultimate intention for it, to continue in a state of sin and suffering that was
contrary to His ultimate purpose and vision.
The prophets saw a day was coming in which God would express his rulership of
creation in such a way that all things would be brought into harmony and
conformity with his ultimate will and purpose. On that day God would express his
rule over creation in a way he had not done before; he would, in his sovereign
power, bring his creation to its ultimate fulfillment. At that time, he will be King
over all the earth (Zechariah 14:9) in a manner unlike before. New Testament
scholar I. Howard Marshall expresses it in Jesus the Savior, “[T]he [kingdom of
God] is the full and powerful manifestation of the sovereignty that God already
exercises over the world.” (9)
From the first pages of the New Testament throughout the entire teachings of
Jesus, we find that teaching people how to live in the kingdom was a central theme.
When John the Baptist announced that the Messiah was about to be revealed, he
went around telling people that the “kingdom of God” was about to arrive and to
prepare to start living differently. Jesus continued this message as he was first
introduced to the public, telling people to stop living according to their cultural
standards (repent) and adopt a radical new lifestyle as part of the “kingdom of
God.” In a world being progressively pulled between secular cultural and religious
conservatism (the Pharisees), Jesus offered a radical third way – he invited people
to enter into and start living in his kingdom. This kingdom living was something
that secular culture wasn’t interested it, and something that offended religious
conservatism – but to those thirsty for a radical new way of living that brought
peace and meaning to life, it became something that was too good to walk away
from.
“The kingdom of God” was not a mere abstract formula for Jesus but connected
with his own experience, his existential understanding of God (i.e., of how he
himself related to God) and his understanding of God’s will for the world and
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activity in it at this moment. In this sense, then, the kingdom of God is wholly
supernatural and is not a human reconstruction of social norms. Jesus set out to
make God king one more time on Mount Zion (Psalm 2). This is where the famous
line of Rudolf Otto makes most sense:
“It is not Jesus who brings the kingdom – a conception which was
completely foreign to Jesus himself; on the contrary, the kingdom brings him
with it. Moreover, it was not he but rather God himself who achieved the
first great divine victory over Satan. His own activity lies in, and is carried
forward by, the tidal wave of the divine victory. (10)
The Old Testament uses different imagery to refer to this blessed state that God is
going to create. The imagery varies in how sharply it distinguishes the blessed state
from this present existence, but all it says, in forms relevant to ancient Jews, is that
a time of divine blessing is coming. For example from Micah 2:12-13, we read:
“I will bring them together like sheep in a pen, like a flock in its pasture; the
place will throng with people. One who breaks open the way will go up
before them, they will break through the gate and go out. Their king will
pass through before them, the Lord at their head.”
In the first century, Israel was weak, poor, and under the rule of pagans (the
Romans). The people longed and prayed for the coming of God, for this final
intervention when he would set all things right and rule in the fullest sense to the
blessing of his people. It was into that religious, social, and political environment
that Jesus came saying, “The time is fulfilled; the kingdom of God is at hand”
(Mark 1:15) and “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the
kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matthew 12:28). New Testament scholar
George Ladd wrote “Modern scholarship is quite unanimous in the opinion that the
Kingdom of God was the central message of Jesus.” (11) Or as stated by David
Wenham in The Parables of Jesus: “The kingdom of God was the central theme in
Jesus’ preaching and indeed in his whole ministry.”(12)
Kingdom living is a doorway to radical new life. Part of the beauty of kingdom
living is the dichotomy of the kingdom; it is something that exists in the here and
now but is also something that has not yet been fully realized. As Jesus describes
eternal life in the kingdom, he is both describing the way things will be in eternity
but also describing a new way of living right now. The invitation to enter the
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kingdom and embrace living in accordance with these timeless cultural values is an
invitation to start living our lives right now, as if we’re already in heaven.
The remarkable words of Jesus in Matthew 5:3-11, the opening of the Sermon on
the Mount in what we call the Beatitudes, are not describing “the way things are”
but announcing a new state of affairs, a new reality which is in the process of
bursting upon the world. These statements declare something that wasn’t
previously the case is now going to be; that the life of heaven, which had seemed
so distant and unreal, is in the process of coming true on earth. N.T. Wright
concludes these Sermon declarations declare:
(1) the goal is God’s kingdom: a time of comfort, of heaven coming to earth at
last, of the renewal of creation, of plenty, of mercy, of reward, and perhaps
above all of seeing God himself;
(2) the goal has arrived in the present, now that Jesus is here: How his public
career will work out is, from the perspective of those listening to the Sermon
on the Mount, not yet clear;
(3) those who follow Jesus can begin to practice, in the present, the habits of
heart and life which correspond to the way things are in God’s kingdom –
the way they will be eventually, yes, but also the way they already are
because Jesus is here. (13)
A passage in the Gospels that has confused translators and interpreters for many
years is Matthew 11:12, which in older translations says, “from the days of John
the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent men take
it by force.” (RSV)
Several interpretations may be argued. Traditionally as it was translated, it is
interpreted as if Jesus was talking about the kingdom “suffering violence” in terms
of the persecution that both he and John faced. Some have also thought Jesus was
advocating a kind of violence in order to be a part of it. Another possibility is the
belief that “violence,” biazo in Greek, can mean “forceful,” “flushing out,” or even
“explosive,” which in Hebrew is poretz. These translators believe instead of the
kingdom being the victim of violence, Jesus was describing the explosive force of
the kingdom! In the New Testament International Version, this verse is now
translated:
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“from the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has
been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it” (Matthew 11:12).
Interestingly, Yeshua appears to be alluding to the passage from Micah that was
considered to be messianic in Jesus’ time. “One who breaks open the way
(haporetz) will go up before them; they will (poretz) through the gate and go out.
Their king will pass through before them, the Lord at their head” (Micah 2:12-13).
The people understood that the “one who breaks open the way” (haporetz) was the
messenger who would cause people to repent and be ready. This is a picture of
John the Baptist; then the sheep would explode out to follow the Shepherd King,
the Messiah – God himself!
The passage is much more meaningful if we understand the images behind it. After
grazing all day a shepherd would usually close his sheep in a pen made out of
boulders near a cave. In the morning, the sheep would be hungry and bursting with
energy, eager to get out to pasture. Suddenly, one of his men would “break open
the way” by pushing aside a boulder, and the sheep would burst out in a stampede!
The shepherd would then follow them out to pasture.
This is really a picture of the joy people had at the coming of their Messiah. Like
sheep that are stampeding out of their pen, the “sheep” of the messianic Shepherd
will be exuberant at his coming. Their Shepherd, the Lord himself, had come to
save them now and forever, and walk among them as his own.
The reign of God is coming (Matthew 3:2). We can experience the joy of being
part of it; this is what the nine beatitudes in Matthew 5:3-12 are saying. The first
and tenth verses specifically name the kingdom of heaven and say we can be part
of it: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” The
others also point to the reality of the reign of God; we will be comforted, will be
filled, will inherit the earth, will receive mercy, will see God, and will be called
children of God. These are descriptions of the coming of God’s reign, God’s
kingdom. What does Matthew mean when he talks about God’s kingdom, God’s
reign? It is a phrase so commonly used in Christian circles that it’s taken for
granted, a fact that may actually hinder full and accurate understanding of the
beatitudes and what they really mean, what they imply for our lives together.
This new cultural framework – this kingdom – is so radical, so upside-down and
backward to anything else ever experienced, that it can be challenging to embrace
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it. Those content to live in a cultural devoid of God reject it as outright foolishness.
Those who have embraced a Christian religion that is married to American culture
find it equally bizarre and will find ways to explain it away in order to assuage
their own conscience, allowing them to think they’re following Jesus while also
retaining anti-kingdom values such as the pursuit of power, hoarding of wealth,
and the use of violence. The people who sign on to this new way of living are often
the people we’d least expect. During the ministry of Jesus, he warned the religious
conservatives, telling them, “The tax collectors and prostitutes are entering the
kingdom ahead of you!”
Let’s now take the time to look to Isaiah to clarify the characteristics of the
kingdom of heaven, or the kingdom of God.

Characteristics of the Reign of God
Despite emphasis on and frequent references to it in Scripture, the big puzzle and
important questions (then as well as now) are: What are the characteristics of the
reign of God? How do we recognize it when we experience it? How do we know
when we see it? How do our lives fit into it?
What is important, Yeshua said, is to do the deeds he teaches so we are ready for it
when it comes. As the prominent theologian N.T. Wright says in his masterful
book on the historical Jesus, “The crucial question is not so much that of the
kingdom’s timing as of its content.”(14) When he says content Wright refers to
things such as God’s presence, peace, and joy. Since, as Yeshua says, no one
knows the timing of the full coming of the reign of God, the key is to be ready. He
says we are blessed, because the reign of God is/will be) ours. What we need is
signs of characteristics of what God does in God’s reign, so we can participate.
If I ask you to write down the characteristics of the kingdom of God, or the reign
of God, what will you write? If you aren’t sure, there are places you can look –
such as the prophet of Isaiah - to gain some sense of what the kingdom and reign
will be like. Since the coming of the reign of God was central to Jesus’ proclamation, surely it had to be something that the people in Jesus’ day understood.
The evidence is that what people were reading most in Jesus’ time was the prophet
Isaiah. Jesus quoted Isaiah whenever he proclaimed the coming of the reign. With
only one exception, no other literature in the first century speaks of “the reign of
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God.” Logically, then, to understand what “the reign of God” meant in Jesus’ day,
we should ask what it meant in the prophet Isaiah.
John the Baptist came proclaiming the reign of God as the fulfillment of Isaiah
(Matthew 3:2-3). Then Yeshua “began to proclaim ‘Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near.’” This also fulfilled the prophet Isaiah (Matthew 4:14-17).
The Gospels of Mark and Luke tell us the same thing:
“As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of
you, who will prepare your way, the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. . . ‘”
“Now, after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news
of God and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near;
repent, and believe in the good news’” (Mark 1:2-3, 14-15).
He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s
favor ... “
“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing . . . I must proclaim the
good news of the kingdom of God to the other cities also; for I was sent for this
purpose” (Luke 4:17-19, 21, 43).
The prophet Isaiah was likely the best-known literature in Jesus’ day. As we said
earlier The Dead Sea Scrolls, from the Qumran community, which existed at the
same time as Jesus, include scrolls of Isaiah but also quote and refer to Isaiah far
more than they do any other books. As well the New Testament quotes and refers
to Isaiah much more than to any other prophet. Yeshua quotes Isaiah again and
again, more than anything else. Seventeen passages in Isaiah proclaim the good
news of deliverance by God (9:1-7, 11: 24:14-25: 12, 26; 31:1-32:20; 33; 35; 40:111; 42-44:8; 49, 51:1-52, 12, 52:13-53: 12; 54; 56; 60: 61 62). (15)
Passages basically say that the presence of God, coming to deliver us, is being
revealed before our very eyes. But Jewish piety did not want to say directly that
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“God is revealed,” because God is too holy to be seen. Instead, it was said more
indirectly: “The reign of God is revealed.” This means the reign or kingdom of
God is about the self-revelation of God and God’s presence, coming to deliver us.
For the most part, these are the same passages that Chilton found Jesus quoting in
his kingdom. (16) Jesus therefore proclaims that the reign of God that Isaiah has
prophesized is at hand. Many people had memorized much of Isaiah; Jesus
certainly had. Jesus chose Isaiah to teach and preach from; he was deeply engaged
in Isaiah, and thus affirmed that Isaiah teaches the truth – the most important truth
of God’s reign.
Remember the Torah on the Mount (Sermon on the Mount) was delivered on a
mount, according to Matthew. It is recorded for us in greatest detail in Matthew 57. Chapter 6 of Luke’s Gospel tenders similar material, but in Luke’s account,
Yeshua is preaching the Sermon on the Mount on the Plain. Like modern Christian
conference speakers, Christ repeated similar teaching to different crowds. Thus the
words recorded in Matthew 5-7 were probably repeated in a variety of arrangements, with spontaneous additions and deletions – and on a number of occasions
the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount – whether delivered on hills, plains,
shorelines or boats – is our primary concern.
Yeshua simplifies the principles behind these Deuteronomy passages to make them
“hands on,” readily accessible for daily life. Rabbinic summaries make the
commandments user-friendly, but they were never intended to replace the more
detailed teaching of the Torah. Both Jesus’ words (see Matthew 24:35) and the
Torah (see Matthew 5:17) will never be destroyed; the Scriptures teach there is a
sense in which the Law has passed away, yet there is another sense in which it is
eternal and relevant. (17)
The Kingdom of Heaven/God
The phrase “the kingdom of heaven” and “kingdom of God” refer to the same
reality. Matthew is a Jew writing for Jewish Christians, where the name of God is
too holy to be expressed often, consequently Jews substituted the word heaven for
God. Matthew means what Mark and Luke mean: the kingdom of God.
Scholars agree that the kingdom of God in Jesus’ teaching is not a place, like the
Kingdom of Monaco, but an event. It means God’s reign, God’s presence, God’s
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coming to deliver us and reign over us. In our present-day language, it is probably
clearer to speak of “the reign of God.” (18)
Jesus was announcing the arrival of God’s final intervention in history, the ultimate
expression of his kingly rule of the world. While this created excitement in some
quarters it inspired suspicion and opposition in others. It also led to misunderstanding because of incorrect ideas the Jews had about the coming and nature of
the kingdom of God. Many of them thought the kingdom would arrive through or
in conjunction with human military conquest. At the present that would be with the
expulsion of the Romans and their supporters from Palestine. Today we might
describe the Old Testament hope as a hope for a divine “revolution.” You
remember John 6:15 where it says that some were about to take Jesus by force and
make him king. “Kingdom” to them, like revolution to us, suggested something
political and military. However, as Wenham notes:
“Jesus had in mind a bigger revolution than that: God’s revolution
was to be a total revolution overthrowing Satan and evil and bringing
earth and heaven back in harmony, and this would not be
accomplished by force of arms, but – unbelievably so far as the
disciples were concerned, and who blames them? – through suffering
and death.” (19)
Also they expected the kingdom would come suddenly and decisively. They
believed God’s final intervention would be a one-shot deal – the Day of the Lord –
where the old age would be terminated abruptly and the new, glorious age would
begin. Luke 19:11 indicated that people supposed the kingdom of God was to
appear immediately upon his arrival in Jerusalem. We can diagram it as follows:
The day of
The Lord
The old age

The new age

People then wondered how Jesus could be ushering in the kingdom of God when
the hallmarks of the old age – death, decay, suffering, etc. – still were present.
Even John the Baptist, as he sat in Herod’s jail, began to question whether Jesus
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was in fact the one who would bring in the kingdom of God (Matthew 11:2-3;
Luke 7:18).
Yeshua’s language about reigning was not to mean Israel would rule over other
nations, or about any human empire with a king being established over other
nations. He means that God was coming to redeem or deliver us from our present
mess and would reign instead. A number of texts, consider the kingdom as being
present (Luke 17:21b (if “among you” or “in your midst” is the correct translation),
Romans 14:17 (Paul no doubt considered the named aspects of the kingdom as
being present), Colossians 1:13 (God “has delivered us from the domain of
darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son”), and Hebrews
12:28 (“let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken.”).
Other texts in addition to the parables that indicate the kingdom of God is also a
future hope: Matthew 25:34 (Jesus says at judgment, “inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the world”), Mark 14:25 and parallels (“I
will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it anew in the
kingdom of God”), Galatians 5:21b (also 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, 15:50, and
Ephesians 5:5 – kingdom is something to be inherited), 2 Timothy 4;1 (kingdom
connected with Jesus’ appearing in judgment), and 2 Peter 1:11 (entrance into
eternal kingdom is future).
Robert Stein clarifies it:
“The kingdom of God is both now and not yet. Thus the kingdom of
God is “realized” and present in one sense, and yet … future in
another sense. This is not a contradiction but simply the nature of the
kingdom. The kingdom has come in fulfillment of the Old Testament
promises. A new covenant has been established. But its final
manifestation and consummation lie in the future. Until then, we are
to be good and faithful servants (Luke 19:11-27).” (20)
It is at Christ’s return that the redemption he began nearly 2,000 years ago will
come to completion. This is the time in Revelation 11:15 the heavenly voices say,
“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ,
and he shall reign forever and ever.” And that is the time when in Revelation
11:17 the twenty-four elders say, “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, who
is and who was, for you have taken your great power and begun to reign.” At
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Christ’s return, the kingdom he inaugurated with his first coming will be
consummated or finalized.
It is at Christ’s return that the children of God will receive glorious resurrection
bodies. The resurrection is not about the mere post-death survival of the spirit or
soul. It is about a return to bodily life. Listen to Paul:
“And if the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you,
the one who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal
bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you” ( Romans 8:11).
“and not only [that], but even ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the
Spirit, we ourselves also groan in ourselves while eagerly awaiting [our]
adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:23).
“But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there,
the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring
everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they
will be like his glorious body” (Philippians 3:20-21).
This is the central idea of 1 Corinthians 15 (see especially, vv. 20-23, 42-44, 49). A
bodily resurrection is implicit in Jesus’ talk of rising from the grave (John 5:28-29)
and in Paul’s condemnation of Hymenaeus and Philetus for claiming that the
resurrection had already occurred (2 Timothy 2:18).
Of course, the resurrected body is not simply a resuscitated natural body. Rather,
our natural body will be transformed into a supernatural body, what Paul in 1
Corinthians 15:44 calls a “spiritual body.” He doesn’t say we will be spirits; he
says we will have “spiritual bodies,” in contrast to natural bodies. Our bodies will
be “spiritual” in the sense they will be so transformed so as to be suitable for the
eternal age; they will be glorious, imperishable, and immortal bodies (I Corinthians
15:42-54).
When Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:50 “flesh and blood cannot inherit the
kingdom of God,” he doesn’t mean that no physical substance can enter the eternal
state. He means that “flesh and blood” as presently constituted, as subject to
weakness, decay, and death, cannot enter the eternal state. Our bodies must first be
transformed into imperishable, glorious, powerful, and immortal bodies. “Flesh
and blood” in verse 50 was a stock idiom in Jewish circles for “a mere mortal” and
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does not contradict what Paul has already stressed, that resurrection experience is a
bodily one (cf. Jesus’ reference to having “flesh and bones” in Luke 24:39; NAC,
316).
Not only will our bodies be transformed to be suitable for eternity with God, but all
of creation will be transformed (Romans 8:18-23). This is the new heavens and
new earth referred to in Isaiah 65:17, 66:22; 2 Peter 3:13, and Revelation 21:1; see
especially Revelation 21:1-4). Wright comments in Surprised by Hope:
“God made heaven and earth; at the last he will remake both and join them
together forever. And when we come to the picture of the actual end in
Revelation 2l: 22, we find not ransomed souls making their way to a
disembodied heaven but rather the New Jerusalem coming down from
heaven to earth, uniting the two in a lasting embrace.” (21)
When Jesus taught his disciples to pray for the kingdom to come (Matthew 6:10),
he surely had in mind more than an existential encounter with the living God that
would give his followers authentic existence. While a personal encounter with God
must have been partly what he meant in using kingdom language that very
language and its historical context meant that the kingdom Jesus proclaimed had
political and national connections. It follows that Jesus envisioned a kingdom that
had, at its head, his chosen twelve on the thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel
(Matthew 19:28), with the focus being once again on the major institutions of
Judaism: temple, law, and land. The God of Jesus was the God of Israel, and the
kingdom of Jesus was a kingdom for Israel. Thus, Jesus’ vision was not an abstract
religious feeling but a concrete, realistic vision for God’s chosen nation, Israel. In
the words again of N.T. Wright:
“But at least we can be sure of this: anyone who was heard talking about the
reign of Israel’s god would be assumed to be referring to the fulfillment of
Israel’s long-held hope. The covenant god would act to reconstitute his
people, to end their exile, to forgive their sins. When that happened, Israel
would no longer be dominated by the pagans. She would be free. The means
of liberation were no doubt open to debate. The goal was not. (22)
One more thing, let me say that I think we often have not been precise enough in
speaking about the relationship between the church and the kingdom of God. The
two are closely related, but we at times have conflated them. To equate kingdom
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and church is at best putting the cart before the horse. True, there is a sense in
which the community of Jesus’ people was part of the overall meaning of his
announcement of the kingdom. I believe George Ladd captures the distinction:
“The Kingdom is primarily the dynamic rule or kingly rule of God, and,
derivatively, the sphere in which the rule is experienced. In biblical idiom,
the Kingdom is not identified with its subjects. They are the people of God’s
rule who enter it, live under it, and are governed by it. The church is the
community of the Kingdom but never the Kingdom itself. Jesus’ disciples
belong to the Kingdom as the Kingdom belongs to them; but they are not the
Kingdom. The Kingdom is the rule of God; the church is a society of men.”
(23)

I went through all this to assist in making clear what is meant by the inaugurated
eschatological aspect (23) of the Sermon on the Mount. In other words, the Sermon
shows us how, as participants in the kingdom that Christ ushered in, we are to live.
The fact we are “not yet” as Christlike as we will be when the kingdom is
consummated at Christ’s return means that we will fail to live up to this ideal fully,
but the ideal remains the target of our lives. We are to strive to conform our lives
to this teaching and thereby to glorify God. We understand that our life is not
something we achieve by our performance but something given to us by God’s
grace and received by us through faith in Christ Jesus. It is because Christ IS
through faith that we strive to heed his ethical calling.

Conclusion
Jesus ethics are kingdom ethics, not abstract moral reflections. Neither are they
simply casuistic pronouncements or legal inferences, such as those found in the
Mishnah, but behavioral prescriptions that emerge from his message about God
and the kingdom. There is a correlation between kingdom and ethics: to the degree
that the kingdom has been realized, its ethic can be realized. This point cannot be
emphasized enough; when interpreters remove Jesus’ ethics from their kingdom
context, or fail to get a proper grasp of what he meant by kingdom, those ethics
quickly devolve into either a sentimental utopianism or a repressive legalism. Both
of these errors can be avoided if Jesus’ ethic is given its proper place in its mission
to Israel.
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What we have failed to fully realize is it is entirely possible to be a “Christian” but
not enter the new way of living Jesus calls the kingdom. This is precisely what was
happening during the time of Jesus – the religious were content with their religious
culture, and when invited into a radical new way of living, they opted to reject life
in the kingdom in favor of rigorous religion. Entering the kingdom means first we
have to leave an old one, however good and comfortable that previous kingdom
may seem.
This new kingdom Jesus describes begs us to embrace it.
If we are content to keep living however we’re living, life in the kingdom is less
than appealing. But for those longing for something more, who realize their own
brokenness, and are willing to switch loyalties to a new culture? These few who
are searching for deeper purpose and value, something new, something radical, and
something with eternal significance – these people find that life in the kingdom is
the satisfaction of their deepest longings.
The radical message of Jesus is we need not be absorbed into whatever cultural
framework we find ourselves in. Instead, we are invited to begin living as
immigrants who reside in a foreign land but who retain the value system of our
home culture as we live out our lives. As “exiles” or “resident aliens” who live out
an eschatological hope and vision based on a new birth, we do not operate out of
fear, hate, or manipulation. We neither hate nor oppress any social group. Rather,
we bear witness with gentleness, kindness, and love.
.
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CHAPTER 4
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:3-11

BLESSEDNESS: THE APPROVAL OF GOD

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be
satisfied.
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of
evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is
great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. (1)
(Matthew 5:3-11, ESV).
“Blessed are you…” God’s people consistently forget the meaning of blessedness,
confusing blessings with favors. Pay close attention to the difference. A favor is a
cheap, short-lived present, usually given out of duty (think of a “party favor”). A
blessing, on the other hand, is a conscious choice to open oneself to the possibility
of pain and rejection. I can do a favor for someone and risk nothing. Not so when I
bless someone. The verbal root of barukh – the Hebrew word usually translated
“bless” – means literally “to bow.” The noun form means “knee,” as in “bow the
knee.” So, if I truly bless someone, I do not merely wish him well, I bow to him. I
submit to him. I give myself to him, in short, I become vulnerable.
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By repeating the words, “May Adonai bless you,” Jews were echoing that God was
not merely demonstrating his good favor toward them. He was also declaring he
had chosen to become vulnerable for their sakes. He was expressing his willingness to risk rejection for their sakes. He was expressing his willingness to risk
rejection in the hands of his own people.
On the surface, we believe that God wants to bless us – at least that’s what we
claim. Yet, beneath our comfortable cloaks of creeds and curricula and confessions
of faith, I suspect that most of us still believe God operates according to the same
rules as our world – a system in which we give favors to earn favors. Like a
spoiled brat in a toy store, we assume that if we have done our chores (“I read
through the Bible again this year!”) and if we ask politely (“I pray this in your
name”), our Father will give us the favors we want. In the process, we miss
completely what it means to bless and to be blessed.
When we believe that God interacts with humanity according to a system of favors,
one of two things happen: Some people come to believe that they can do enough
favors to earn God’s favor. They are fooling themselves. Others recognize that
they can never do enough favors to earn God’s favor, but they still run themselves
ragged trying. These folks attend every committee meeting, teach every class, and
fix every leaky faucet in their congregation’s building. They are the women and
men who do so many favors for God’s people that they never learn to receive and
rejoice in God’s blessings. They work to earn a love they already possess and are
terrified of forfeiting a love they can never lose.
There is, however, another group of people, those that Yeshua called the “poor in
spirit.” These folks recognize they have nothing to offer God. More importantly,
they realize that what God craves from us is not statistical increase in our number
of good deeds. What he wants is us, prepared to be transformed and stripped of our
pitiful attempts to impress him.
Even greater, what God wants to give us is not a string of cosmic favors – a bit
more prestige in one part of our lives, fewer problems in another. God commanded
his people to speak the words, “May Adonai bless you,” because he longed to give
his children the gift of himself. Blessedness is not about receiving things; it is
about receiving God. To receive the blessing of God’s presence is to rejoice in God
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not because he does favors for us, but because he has shared his own sacred
identity with us.
The gateway to the Sermon on the Mount is the Beatitudes. They are God’s answer
to man’s greatest question. Blessedness, beatitude, is what all of us are seeking all
the time in and by everything we seek. Blessedness is always our end, whether our
means is pleasure or power or riches or virtue or wisdom or honor or anything else.
Blessedness is the, summum bonum “the greatest good.” Although everyone may
seek not everyone does not know where to find it. Saint Augustine says, “Seek
what you seek, but it is not where you seek it.” Jesus gives us the roadmap for our
lives. It is the greatest of all treasures.
Each of the eight Beatitudes opens with the word “blessed.” So it is essential that
we understand what this word means, because it bears on everything that remains
to be said.
Translations have done their best to find the perfect English word to translate the
underlying Greek word or sometimes the hypothetical Hebrew or Aramaic word
Jesus actually used. The opening word in Matthew’s original Greek is makarios.
When Jewish scholars in ancient times translated the Hebrew Scriptures into
Greek, they employed this word as the equivalent of the Hebrew word ashrei.
Thus, Psalm chapter one, opens with ashrei in the original Hebrew and makarios in
the Greek translation. As the first word in Psalm One, ashrei introduces the entire
book of Psalms:
“How blessed (ashrei) is the man who does not walk in the counsel of
the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, but his delight is in the
law of the Lord, and in His law he mediates day and night.” (Psalm
1:1-2, NAS).
Asrei not only introduces Psalms, but it also appears throughout Psalms to describe
the one who fully trusts God, in God’s Word and his ways, who seeks his approval.
Psalm 1 is a springboard for Yeshua’s message in his Sermon on the Mount. The
first psalm describes the blessedness of the one who doesn’t follow sinful ways but
trusts in God; Yeshua describes the one who doesn’t follow the normal values of
this world. In both cases, Scripture isn’t speaking so much of a blessed future in
the life to come or the ethereal blessedness of the super-pious but of concrete
blessedness, approval of God here and now through an active relationship with
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God. The word ashrei is also the name of a major Jewish prayer, mostly made up
of Psalm 145 and recited three times each day, so we could even rename the
Beatitudes with the good Jewish title, the Ashrei of Messiah.
Contrary to popular opinion, blessed (telos) does not mean “happy,” even though
quite a few translations have rendered it this way. The problem occurs in some
modern Latin dictionaries which allow two words for the word “happy,” namely
“felix” and “beatus,” two words for “blessedness,” namely “beatitude” and
“felicitas.” “Fortunate” is also included as a meaning. However, “Happy” and
“blessed” are both etymologically and theologically different. In my search I could
not find in any place, internet or elsewhere, any English dictionary that defined the
evolved word “happy” as synonymous with “blessed.” (2) *
We might ask why the word “happy” is often substituted for “blessed.” The word
“happy” did not exist until the millennium after the Gospels were written.
Happiness is a subjective state, a feeling. It is simply a state of being for a human.
But Jesus is not declaring how people feel; rather, he is making an objective
statement about what God thinks of them. (3)
In his excellent book, Back to Virtue, Professor Kreeft says that suffering is the
crucial test separating happiness from blessedness. Suffering can be a part of
blessedness, but not part of happiness.
He observes that it is startling to tell mourners that they are blessed, but it is silly to
tell them that they are happy! Well may happiness proceed from blessedness, but
these words are by no means synonymous, and least of all interchangeable. (4) As
so often in Scripture, the opening word of these Beatitudes unlocks the meaning of
the entire passage. Blessed is a positive judgment by God on the individual that
means “to be approved” or “to find approval.” So when God blesses us, he
approves.”

*There are English words that can be stretched so far to cover many meanings, even to the point
of being emptied of their original meaning. While we can be happy with the paint on our house,
the potato chips or the pet dog, the splendor of the Beatitudes cannot be adequately expressed in
English by words that are inherently unauthentic.
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Of course, there is no doubt that such blessing will bring feelings of happiness and
that blessed people are generally happy. Blessedness is what happens when the
creator God is at work both in someone’s life and through it. We must remember
that the root idea of “blessed” is an awareness of approval by God. Blessedness is
not simply a nice wish from God; it is a pronouncement of what we actually are –
approved. Blessedness indicates the smile of God or, as Max Lucado has so
beautifully put it, The Applause of Heaven.
There is also a clear eschatological focus in the word “blessed.” God’s future is
arriving in the present (in the work and person of Jesus) and you can practice, right
now, the habits of life which will find their goal in that coming future. If a focus of
the Old Testament was on present-life blessings or Torah observance, there is
another dimension that deconstructs injustice and sets the tone for Israel’s hope:
the future blessing of God in the kingdom when all things will be put right; no text
in the Old Testament fits more here than Isaiah 61. (3) This dimension shapes the
Beatitudes because Jesus’ focus is on future blessing. The tense used in the
promises for the blessings is often future, as in “they will be …” in verses 4-9. The
present tense of the first and eighth blessing (5:3, 8), where we find the identical
promise (“theirs is the kingdom”), surrounds the future tenses, perhaps indicating
the certainty of those future promises. As Dale Allison correctly points out, “We
have here [in the Beatitudes] not commonsense wisdom born of experience but
eschatological promise which foresees the unprecedented: the evils of the present
will be undone and the righteous will be confirmed with reward.” (4)
Torah from the Mount
The Sermon on the Mount includes nine sayings, eight spoken in the third person
(Blessed are those. . .), and a final one in the second person (Blessed are you. . .).
Because we have already noted echoes of Moses and Mount Sinai, number nine
might remind us of the Ten Commandments that Moses received there. Here,
however, there are ten minus one, almost as though Yeshua is anticipating the
words he will speak a little later. “Do not think that I have come to abolish the
Torah. . . “(Matthew 5:7). Yeshua insists that the Ten Commandments that
summarize Torah retain their unique significance, but he is doing something new
here as well.
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When Yeshua originally gave this message, he did not say “law” but “Torah,”
which means “directive” or “teaching.” The word has more a sense of promise,
fulfillment, salvation history, and ethos about it than of actual law or rule, which
supposedly leads to “arid legalism” or “sterile formalism,” as many Christian
biblical commentaries assert even today.” Thus, just as we might well rename the
Beatitudes the Ashrei of Messiah, we could rename the Sermon itself Torah from
the Mount. Notice I used the preposition “from” instead of “on” as in the usual
title, Sermon on the Mount. Yeshua is, of course on the mount when he gives his
Torah, but his teaching goes forth to us from the mount to reach us in our own time
and place. The title Torah from the Mount means that this section of Matthew’s
Gospel is instruction for life today. It is a sermon if we understand sermon not as
lofty religious discourse, but as an encounter with God’s Word and a call to
response in concrete and specific ways.
Yeshua is giving a new torah, then, but to make sure no one thinks it is meant to
replace the old Torah, he opens with nine sayings rather than ten. Furthermore,
these nine sayings are not commandments like the opening ten sayings in Exodus
20, but descriptions of the true blessedness hidden in the divine reversal.
We can consider the number of sayings in another way, which unlocks additional
meaning. Eight of the Ashrei are given in the third person. “Blessed are those. . .’
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” The ninth is really an application of all eight
to the followers of Jesus. “Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute
you and speak all kinds of evil against you. . .” In this interpretation, there are
eight items in the Ashrei of Messiah. What is the significance of eight? Eight is
seven, the number of completion, plus one. Eight signifies a new beginning, a new
spiritual creation. Thus, a Jewish male baby is circumcised on the eighth day to
show that he is a new creation as a member of the covenant people of Israel and
not just a human being created in the image of God on his day of birth. The Ashrei
of Messiah, then, describe the conditions of a new creation in Messiah.

Setting the Stage for Delivery of the Sermon (Matthew 5:1-2a)
In one of his plays dealing with complex domestic issues, T.S. Eliot asserts that to
understand any situation we must know its total setting:
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It is often the case [says O’Reilly, the psychiatrist]
That my patients
Are only pieces of a total situation
Which I have to explore.
This is also true of any document we have to study and it especially true of the
document of the New Testament because, written in the first century culture, they
were created to serve the needs of a community not enclosed within itself but
concerned to present its faith to the world.
Matthew sets the stage, the setting, for the Sermon with three simple sentences:
“Seeing the crowds, he went onto the mountain. And when he was seated his
disciples came to him. Then he began to speak” (5:1-2a). Remember, large crowds
had followed him from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and
from beyond Jordan after the news about him spread and they brought to him all
who were ill and suffering with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics
and paralytics and he had healed them.

Jesus is on the Mountain.
Here is the point: for Moses, as for Jesus, going up the mountain was about going
into the presence of God, where God gave the Ten Commandments, which as we’ll
see is not just rules and laws but a sign of God’s just and merciful deliverance for
his vulnerable people. In Exodus 24 and 34, we read that when Moses went up the
mountain he was in the presence of God, and God spoke to him. When Jesus “went
up the mountain” at the beginning of the Torah from the Mount or Sermon on the
Mount, it means just as Moses went into the presence of God and God spoke to
him and Moses delivered God’s word to the people, here Jesus brings us into the
presence of God and God speaks to us through Yeshua. As the outstanding scholar
Ulrich Luz has observed, “The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’ sermon; in it Jesus
the Son of God speaks, through whom God guarantees the truth of his claim.” (5)
To be in God’s presence is to be in the presence of the one who redeems us, who
delivers us. This is certainly the case in Exodus 3 and 6, when the hallowed name
of God is revealed to Moses, and it means “God is our deliverer.” It tells us that
Yahweh (the Lord) is the one who delivered our forefathers, Abraham, Isaac, and
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Jacob, when they needed deliverance. Yahweh is the Lord who hears our cries and
sees our needs when we need deliverance, Yahweh is the Lord who promises to
deliver us from our slavery to oppressive powers; and the Lord delivers on his
promises. He did in fact deliver our historical predecessors, the people of Israel,
from bondage in Egyptian slavery, and after having delivered us, he now reminds
us that he is, as the prophet Isaiah says again and again, “The Holy One of Israel,
our Redeemer,” our Deliverer.
“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of slavery.” This is also why the first three commandments make clear that
we shall not have any other gods before the Lord; why God is revealed in the
deliverance from slavery and not in some idol that we make for ourselves; and why
we shall not make wrongful use of the hallowed “name of the Lord your God, for
the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name” (Exodus 20:1-7).
The rest of the commandments continue in this way to deliver those who are
vulnerable and in need of deliverance. All workers – including slaves, animals, and
immigrants – need a Sabbath day of rest each week to deliver them from their
vulnerability to being overworked; elderly parents who are vulnerable to neglect
must be honored; people who are vulnerable to being murdered need a society that
protects them from murder; married persons who are vulnerable to betrayal and the
destruction of marriage require protection from adultery; people who are vulnerable to stealing (originally this was a prohibition against kidnapping) should have
protection from stealing; people who are being tried in a law court whose reputetion is being threatened must be protected from false witness; and, neighbors need
protection from other neighbors who might covet and steal their possessions.
The Ten Commandments are about God’s deliverance of the vulnerable from
powerful forces that threaten them; they are also about God’s command to us to
participate in delivering those who are vulnerable.
If you are on the wrong end of a gun and vulnerable to being killed, you feel
vulnerable and needy, and you appreciate the compassion of God who hears cries,
sees, needs, and delivers from bondage. You appreciate a covenant community that
works together to reduce homicide and protect people from being killed. If you are
an elderly parent who is alone in a retirement home, you greatly appreciate
children who are thoughtful enough to come visit you regularly. If your reputation
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is being cheapened by gossip, you appreciate God giving us biblical teachings
against false witness, gossip, and slander. The Lord, the Holy Redeemer of Israel,
hears our cries and brings deliverance. The Ten Commandments are about God’s
presence, and God’s delivering love for the vulnerable.
Matthew 5:1- “When he was set he opened his mouth and taught them….”
“When he was set” means when he sat down. Often a Jewish Rabbi would talk to
his disciples when he was walking along the road with them, or when he was
strolling in some city square or colonnade; but when he was teaching, as we might
put it, officially, he always sat to do so. This was the Jewish attitude of official
teaching. In the Synagogue the preacher sat to deliver the sermon. We still talk of a
professor’s chair, which was the chair in which he sat to deliver his lectures to his
students. Matthew means us to see that what follows is no chance teaching given in
the by-going; it is no pleasant discourse given in the passing; it is the official
teaching of Jesus. It is Yeshua telling his disciples the very essence of what he
came to say.
The phrase “he opened his mouth” is more than an elaborate or poetical way of
saying he said. It has certain overtones and implications.
It is regularly used to introduce any weighty, grave and important utterance. It is
the phrase of the great occasion. It is used, for instance, of the utterance of an
oracle, which the hearer will neglect at his peril. In the New Testament itself this
phrase is used on two very significant occasions. It is used of Philip expounding
the meaning of scripture to the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:35), giving the Ethiopian
an authoritative exposition of the message of scripture regarding Jesus. It is used of
Peter, when, after the conversion of the Roman centurion Cornelius, he expounded
the epoch-making discovery the gospel was for the Gentiles also (Acts 10:34). This
phrase is regularly the preface to some pronouncement of the greatest weight and
importance, and it is the warning there is something to follow which must not be
lightly disregarded.
By using this phrase of Jesus “he opened his mouth” Matthew warns us there is to
follow an utterance in which no cautious and prudential motives of safety will keep
the speaker from telling the truth, an utterance in which mind and heart are opened
and in which nothing is kept back.
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Matthew says Jesus taught his disciples. In Greek there are two past tenses of the
verb. There is the aorist which describes one completed action in past time. There
is the imperfect which describes repeated and habitual action in past time. “He shut
the door behind him,” would be expressed by the aorist tense; “it was his habit
always to shut doors behind him,” would be expressed by an imperfect tense. The
tense in Matthew’s introduction is the imperfect tense. Therefore in what follows
we are to see, not simply a statement made by Jesus on one occasion, but the substance of all that he habitually and repeatedly taught his disciples. We are not to
see here only one sermon; we are to see the summary of the teaching which
Yeshua continually and consistently gave to his disciples. It is therefore nothing
more than the actual fact to say that the Sermon on the Mount – the Torah from the
Mount - is the essence of the teaching of Jesus.
All Matthew’s phrases converge to show how essential to the teaching of Yeshua
the material with is to follow is. It therefore follows that the study of the Sermon
(Torah) on (from) the Mount is one of the most important studies to which the
Christian, or the man who wishes to find out the meaning of Christianity, can
devote himself.

Summary:
What the disciples hear in the Beatitude list is a revolutionary new basis for
approval. The Authorized Version prints the Beatitudes as statements; but in each
case it prints they are in italic print, which is the conventional sign there is no
corresponding Greek text. In the Greek there is no verb in any of the Beatitudes,
which means the Beatitudes are not statements, but explanations. They reproduce
in Greek a form of expression which is very common in Hebrew, especially as we
have noted, in the Psalms. The Hebrew exclamatory word ashere, means: “O the
blessedness/bliss of. . .” So the Psalmist says: “O the blessedness/bliss of the man
who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly . . . but whose delight is in the law of
the Lord” (Psalm 1:1). “O the blessedness/bliss of the man to whom the Lord does
not impute iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile” (Psalm 32:2). “O the
blessedness/bliss of the man whom thou chastenest, O Lord, and teachest him out
of thy law” (Psalm 94:12). This is the form of expression which each of the Ashrai
of Messiah (Beatitudes) represents; each of them is an exclamation beginning: “O
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the bliss of…” That is to say the Ashrai of Messiah – the Beatitudes - are not
promises of future blessings; they are congratulations on present bliss or joy.
They are not statements and prophecies of what is one day going to happen to the
Christian in some other world; they are affirmations of the bliss or happiness into
which we can enter even here and now. That is not to say this bliss or joy will not
reach its perfection and its completion, when some-day the Christian enters into the
nearer presence of the Lord; but it is to say even here and now the foretaste and the
experience of that joy is meant to be part of the Christian life.
The bliss spoken of in the Ashrei of Messiah –the Beatitudes - is another
expression of what John calls Eternal Life. Eternal life is zoe aionois; in Greek
there is only one person in the universe to whom the word aionios may properly be
applied, and that person is God. Eternal life is nothing less than the life of God, and
it is a share in that life Jesus Christ offers to men.
Earlier we stated the Beatitudes (Ashrai of Messiah) announce the break-through
of the reign of God in our midst. Second, I want to make the meaning of each
beatitude clear, digging deeply to get the meaning of each beatitude by showing
Jesus’ parables illustrate the beatitudes nicely, because the parables teach about the
reign of God just as the beatitudes do.
As we begin the study of the Beatitudes, let us realize if God’s blessing or approval
means more to us than anything else – the approval of friends, business
acquaintances, colleagues – then the Beatitudes are going to penetrate our hearts,
speaking to us in the deepest of ways.
The question is, do we really want his approval more than anything else? Not, do
we want to be “happy” (as proper as that desire may be) but, do we truly want
God’s approval above all else?
The beatitudes have made such a widespread impression some people call the
whole Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5-7 in Matthew) “the beatitudes.” But
rightly the beatitudes are the ten verses of Matthew 5:3-12. They are so familiar
they are often taken for granted – and misunderstood. We can see them anew,
however, if we go back to what the original Greek and Hebrew say. With extensive
study this is what I have endeavored to do.
Some have interpreted the beatitudes as high ideals which Jesus is urging us to live
up to. This is the ethics of idealism, focusing attention on our own good works and
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hard effort rather than on participation in God’s grace urging us to make a
superhuman effort to live up to the ideals that are difficult if not impossible to
reach.
The more we emphasize these teachings as ideals to live up to the guiltier and less
worthy we feel. Some of us even avoid Jesus’ teachings. Or thinking we do live up
to these ideals, we become self-righteous; we thank God we are not like other
people, who are not as virtuous as we are. Such thinking leads to moralistic
arrogance which makes us hard to live with. All of this imposes a Greek philosophy of idealism on the real Jewish Jesus, who identifies with the realistic
tradition of the Hebrew prophets, not the tradition of Greek idealism. The gospel is
about God coming to deliver us, not our building ourselves up to attempt to reach
God’s heights by living out impossibly high ideals.
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CHAPTER 5
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:3-12

THE BEATITUDES

The First Beatitude: The Riches of Poverty
“Blessed/approved are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
(Matthew 5:3)
What an opening line! I always say it’s the opener of the inaugural address. “How
blessed are the poor in spirit.” It’s crucial, a key to everything Jesus is teaching, or
it wouldn’t be the opener. It is hard to imagine that a saying so radical should
become so familiar, so normal.
Jesus begins the Torah from the Mount, not with commands or difficult mysteries
but with a word of blessing for the humble in heart. Jesus could have hardly
produced a more startling beginning to his Ashrei or Beatitudes. And Luke has it
even more uncompromisingly: “Blessed be ye poor, for yours is the kingdom of
God” (Luke 6:20). There are very few people who would agree that poverty is a
blessing, or that there is any bliss in destitution. Most people would speak of the
curse of poverty rather than of the blessing of poverty. When you compare the
Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:2—49), where many of the same topics are dealt with
somewhat differently, for example, where Luke 6:20 says “How blessed are the
poor” (compare Luke 6:24), verse 4 here says the same of the poor in spirit, those
who have the humble, dependent, vulnerable attitude of poor people, even if they
happen to be rich.
“Poor in spirit” is an abbreviation of “poor and crippled in spirit” in Isaiah 66:2.
“Ptochos in Greek represents the Old Testament word ani or anawim, which is
generally translated poor, but which had acquired a special and distinctive meaning
in the devotional literature of the Old Testament. In this sense the word ani
becomes characteristic of the Psalms. “This poor man (ani) cried, and the Lord
heard him, and saved him out of his troubles” (Psalm 34:6; cp. Psalm 35:10; 40,
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17; 72:2). If you understand who the Anawim are, you hear the power of these
words. Randy Harris says (1) when Israel was hauled into exile not everybody was
taken. The enemies of Israel actually took into exile only those people who were
useful. If you were not useful you were left behind. He asks, “Quite an insult is it
not?” These people were called Anawim – the pathetic, the pitiful, the worthless.

Let us understand what poverty is not.
It is not the conviction that one is devoid of value; it does not mean the absence of
self-worth or, as one theologian philosophically put it, “ontological insignificance.” It does not require that we consider ourselves zeros. Such an attitude is
simply not scriptural, for Christ’s death on our behalf teaches us that we are of
great value (1 Corinthians 6:20; 7:23). Neither does “poor in spirit” mean shyness.
Many people who are naturally shy and introverted are extremely proud. Nor does
“poor in spirit” mean lacking in vitality, spiritually anemic, or gutless. Certainly,
“poor in spirit” also does not refer to showy humility like that of Uriah Heep in
Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield, who keeps reminding people that he was a
“very humble person.”

What, then, does “poor in spirit” mean?
Whenever we bring together the Greek and Hebrew background of this word poor,
we see that it describes the man who has fully realized his own inadequacy, his
own worthlessness, and his own destitution, and who has put his whole trust in
God. The history of the Greek word for “poor,” ptochos, provides additional
insight. It comes from a verb root that denotes “to cower like a beggar.” In
classical Greek ptochos came to mean “someone who crouches about, wretchedly
begging.” In the New Testament it bears something of this idea because it denotes
a poverty so deep that the person must obtain his living by begging. He is fully
dependent on the giving of others. He cannot survive without help from the
outside.
Now, if we take this meaning and combine it with the following words (“in spirit”)
we have the idea, “Blessed are the beggarly poor in their spirit.” The sense is:
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“Blessed are those who are so desperately poor in their spiritual resources that they
realize they must have help from outside sources.”
“Poverty of Spirit, then, is the personal acknowledgment of spiritual bankruptcy.”(2)
It is the awareness and admission that we are utterly sinful and without the moral
virtues adequate to commend us to God. It describes the man who has realized that
by himself life is impossible but that with God all things are possible; the man who
has become so dependent on God that he has become independent of everything
else in the universe. John Wesley said of the poor in spirit, “He has a deep sense of
the loathsome leprosy of sin which he brought with him from his mother’s womb
which overspreads his whole soul, and totally corrupts every power and faculty
thereof. (3)
It is the recognition of our personal moral unworthiness. The “poor in spirit” see
themselves as spiritually needy. It is the opposite of the proud selfishness and selfsufficiency of today’s world. The world says: “Blessed is the man who is always
right,” “Blessed is the man who is strong,” “Blessed is the man who rules,”
“Blessed is the man who is pleased with himself, “Blessed is the man who is rich.”
“Blessed is the man who is popular.”
Today’s men and women think the answer to life is found in self. I for one am fed
up with the glut of pop-self-help books that litter the Walden bookshops and foodstore newsstands, that regularly infect the best-seller lists, and that purvey the
narcissistic incantations of the late 20th and 21st century of the “self.” To visit a
bookstore today is to feel misgivings about universal literacy, which has produced
a mass market for hundreds of profoundly sad handbooks on achieving happiness.
From the benign prescriptions of How to be Your Own Best Friend to the crude
egocentrism of Looking Out for Number One, this modern literary genre offers
exuberant and unrestrained paeans to the god of the self, an offering made possible
by the rise, since the Enlightenment, of the notion of the sovereign and
autonomous consciousness, free to pursue its own way in the world without God.
From the time of Walt Whitman, who wrote in Leaves of Grass, “Nothing, not
God, is greater than one’s self is … Nor do I understand who there can be more
wonderful than myself” to leading guru Wayne Dyer who puts it simply for his
faithful catechumens: “Using yourself as a guide and not needing the approval of
an outside force is the most religious experience you can have.”(4) Here self and
self-fulfillment becomes the ultimate concern, self-indulgence the primarily
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spiritual exercise. Book royalties, of course, replace the old collection plates and
keep these evangelists in business.
Arthur Brooks wrote a piece for the New York Times (5) recently about happiness.
He details the typical ways we try to achieve happiness: fame (whether via
Hollywood, reality TV, or plain old Facebook status updates), by fortune, and by
relationships. He offers data to demonstrate how unhappy these pursuits make us.
In short:
Bar none, the unhappiest people I have ever met are those most dedicated to
their own self-aggrandizement . . . People who rate materialistic goals like
wealth as top personal priorities are significantly likelier to be more anxious,
more depressed and more frequent drug users . . . and across men and
women alike, the data shows that the optimal number of (sexual) partners is
one.
Brooks offers an evolutionary argument to explain this longing for happiness and
the reasons we seek after these goals in ways that hurt us, but he goes on to write:
More philosophically, the problem stems from dissatisfaction – the sense
that nothing has full flavor, and we want more. We can’t quite pin down
what it is that we seek.
The world rejects poverty of spirit in its futile search for “happiness.” Christian
narcissism is promoted as biblical self-love. King Jesus becomes the imperial self.
When this happens, Christianity suffers massive shrinkage, as David Wells (6)
explains:
Theology becomes therapy … The biblical interest in righteousness is
replaced by a search for happiness, holiness by wholeness, truth by feeling,
ethics by feeling good about one’s self … The past recedes. The church
recedes. The world recedes. All that remains is self.
The higher up you are in the system the more trapped you are. The more you’re
outside the system, the freer you are. Everyone knows that for every promotion or
recognition you accept there is a price: more party line! That is surely true for
business and almost any organization, including the church.
The kingdom of God is not received on the basis of intelligence, social class,
nationality, strength, or wealth. It is given to those who are “broken” before God,
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those who acknowledge their need and helplessness. They cry for mercy, and they
alone are heard (e.g., Luke 18:9-14).
They see themselves as spiritually needy. One of my favorite renderings of the
verse is: Blessed are those who realize that they have nothing within themselves to
commend them to God, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Herein is the essential truth which runs through all life. If a man is ill, the first
necessity is that he should admit and recognize that he is ill, and that then he
should seek for a cure in the right place. The way to knowledge begins with the
admission of ignorance. The one man who can never learn is the man who thinks
that he knows everything already. Quintilian, the Roman master of oratory, said of
certain of his students: “They would doubtless have become excellent scholars, if
they had not been so fully persuaded of their own scholarship.” This beatitude
affirms the basic fact that the first necessity towards the attainment of fullness of
life is a sense of need.

Poverty of Spirit is essential for knowing God’s approval.
We never outgrow this first Beatitude, even though it is the basis by which we
ascend to the others. This was what was happening in the Laodicean church. Christ
rebuked that failing church with these stern words:
“You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But
you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, and naked. I
counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich;
and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and
salve to put on your eyes, so you can see” (Revelation 3:17-18).
Just as no one can come to Christ without poverty of spirit, no one can continue to
grow apart from an ongoing poverty of spirit. A perpetual awareness of our
spiritual insufficiency opens to us continually receiving spiritual riches. The more
spiritually mature we become, the more profound will be our sense of poverty.
Now we turn to the statement of the reward: “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
Each of the Ashrei of Messiah - Beatitudes - contains not only an affirmation, but
also a promise. “Blessed are the poor in spirit”, says this Beatitude and then it
goes on to promise, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Notice he uses the
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present tense: “The kingdom of heaven is theirs.” He doesn’t say “theirs will be…”
That tells us once again, that the kingdom isn’t later. What, then, is the meaning of
this promise which is made to the poor in spirit?
The reward of the kingdom is both now and future. It is present because all who
have life are in the kingdom now. We are seated with Christ in the heavenly places
now (Ephesians 2:6). We are subjects of Christ now. We are overcomers now. We
are a kingdom of priests now. This means we are kings and queens, and that we
reign in the life and exercise of that vast authority and power. It means that our
poverty of spirit, our weakness, is a reservoir of authority and power. Our
weakness is the occasion for his power, our inadequacy for his adequacy, our
poverty for his riches, our inarticulation for his articulation, our tentativeness for
his confidence (see 2 Corinthians 12:9, 10; Colossians 2:9, 10).
We said that the Sermon focuses on life in this world and how, rather than the
world to come. Thus, Yeshua is telling us that the poor, meek, and brokenhearted,
those whom the dominant culture considers to be in the worst shape, are blessed, in
good shape from God’s perspective. But now we see that these teachings do indeed
point to the world to come as well. Yeshua’s instructions provide a picture and first
installment of the age to come, in which God’s righteousness will be fully restored
to the earth. They apply here and now because the kingdom of God is already
present in the person of God’s anointed King, particularly among those who are on
the margins of the earthly kingdom. They apply to the future because God’s rule in
Messiah will someday be established over all the earth. The Ashrei of Messiah
invite us into his kingdom today.
As kings and queens, we are also free. Pride makes slaves out of all whom it
possesses; not so with poverty of spirit. We are free to be full of God, free to be all
that he would have us to be, free to be ourselves. We reign now and for all eternity.
The kingdom is ours!

Summary
If ever a man is to be independent of the chances and the changes of life that
independence must come from his complete dependence on God.

97

This Beatitude lays down the way to the bliss which the world can neither give nor
take away. It lies through the recognition of our own need, and the conviction that
the need can be met, when we commit to God in perfect trust. Poor in spirit means
to live without a need for your own righteousness.
What does not make us fulfilled?
Even scientists agree that sex, money and power don’t make us happy. I recently
re-read C.S. Lewis’ The Weight of Glory (which is certainly worth reading in full if
you haven’t). Lewis writes about the longing we have for the “far off country,” our
union with Christ in heaven. But he also writes about the ways in which we taste
and see and feel that union here and now. All the beauty and truth and goodness
here is a shadow, Lewis says, of the real beauty and truth and goodness we will
experience in the full world to come. Perhaps we experience it in the simple
pleasures – the porch swing, the ripe tomato, the smell of the air after a spring rain,
the sound of my wife calling to Gretchen and Ziggy (our dogs).
Funny, that’s what C.S. Lewis said seventy years ago. And it’s what Jesus
preached about two thousand years ago when he said that worry and pleasure will
choke us but that hearing his words and putting them into practice would lead to
abundant life. Brooks comes to the conclusion that we tend to “love things and use
people” when we should “love people and use things.” Fair enough. Lewis takes it
one step further when he says we should pay attention to our longings – even the
longing for fame, money, and relationships – because those longings point us
toward the one who can fulfill them.
What does make us fulfilled (“happy”)
And then there is Yeshua. He cautions against riches and pleasures, the pursuit of
material reality that ultimately deadens and chokes spiritual growth. And yet he
also promises life to the full for those who follow him.
There is nothing wrong with enjoying the pleasant aspects of our lives or the good
gifts we receive with gratitude. I remember another passage. It comes in Acts, after
Stephen has been martyred and the church has been scattered due to persecution. It
comes at the end of a few hard and harrowing years. It reads:
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Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of
peace and was strengthened. Living in the fear of the Lord and encouraged
by the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.
Jesus, Brooks, and Lewis all agree that pursuing pleasure – be it by way of social
media “likes” or multiple desirable sexual partners or a “ginormous” bank account
– will leave us empty. And yet God gives us times of peace during which we are
invited to enjoy the many gifts we have been given – the beauty of the solitary
egret standing at the edge of the marsh, the warmth of the little hand in mine, the
sweetness of a friendship that has endured the decades. And so I will continue to
enjoy the times of peace, encouraged by the Holy Spirit, and trusting that God will
use it to bear much fruit.

The Second Beatitude: The Comfort of the Broken-Hearted
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”
(Matthew 5:4)
To truly confront the sin within us is a devastating experience. As someone has
said, “If pastors preached on sin, many people would flee their church pews never
to return.” Jesus has given the second Beatitude because it shows the necessity of
truly facing one’s sin. So no one would miss the point, the Lord put this beatitude
in the most striking language: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be
comforted.”
Of all the paradoxes of the Beatitudes surely this is the most violent. It is an
astonishing thing to speak of the joy of sorrow, of the gladness of grief, and of the
bliss of the broken-hearted. G.K. Chesterton, the prince of paradox, once defined a
paradox as “truth standing on its head calling for attention.” (7) The word which the
Authorized Version translates mourn (pentheimn) is one of the strongest words for
mourning in the Greek language. It is used for mourning for the dead. Very often it
is associated with the word klaiein, which means to weep, and it signifies the
sorrow which issues in tears. There is a therapeutic, healing meaning to tears. We
speak of salt in tears but now there’s evidence of washed-out toxins. Beyond that,
of course, is Jesus describing the state of those who weep, who have something to
mourn about. They feel the personal sin and pain of the world. But I like best
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Clarence Jordan’s (8) insightful interpretation: “A mourner is not necessarily one
who weeps. He is one who expresses a deep concern. If the one about whom he is
concerned dies, he might express his grief by crying; he might also do it by
praying, or in some other way. Tears aren’t essential to mourning, but deep
concern is.”
The connection of this second Beatitude with the first is compelling. The first
Beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” is primarily intellectual (those who
understand that they are spiritual beggars are blessed): the second Beatitude,
“Blessed are those who mourn,” is its emotional counterpart. It naturally follows
that when we see ourselves for what we are, our emotions will be stirred to
mourning.
In this Ashrei (Beatitude), Jesus praises the mourning class, those who can enter
into solidarity with the pain of the world and not try to extract themselves from it.
But it also means repentance.
The Beatitude does not mean, “Blessed are grim, cheerless Christians.” Some
believers have apparently interpreted it this way. Robert Louis Stevenson must
have known some folks like that because he once wrote, ironically, in his diary,
“I’ve been to church today and am not depressed.”
Neither does Jesus say that mourning by itself is a blessed state. He doesn’t mean,
“Blessed are those who are mourning over the difficulties over life.” Sorrow is not
blessed any more than laughter. Actually some mourning is cursed, for example,
Amnon mourned because his lust was not fulfilled by Tamar (2 Samuel 3:2). Also,
Ahab mourned because he wanted but couldn’t get Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kings
21:4).

Mourning over Sin
It is a great day when we see our sinful state for what it is apart from God’s grace
and begin to mourn over its devastating dimensions in our souls, words, and deeds.
Paul speaks to this in Romans chapter 3:
“There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands,
no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become
worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one” (vv. 10-12);
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“Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit”; “the poison
of vipers is on their lips”; their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness”
(vv. 13-14);
“Their feet are swift to shed blood, ruin and misery mark their ways, and the
way of peace they do not know” (vv. 15-17).
Christians who pray for God’s reign to come are all the more aware that what is
happening in themselves and their society is far from God’s reign. Their prayer life
compares God’s compassion for all people with the suffering, violence, injustice,
and lack of caring that hurt people; they are realists as to the causes of the wrong.
They truly want to end their sinning and serve God. They want to share in a
community that experiences the mustard seeds of the kingdom, the small daily
breakthroughs of God’s reign.
From the very word which is used to describe this mourning two things are
immediately clear:
(a) It is the sorrow which pierces the heart; it is no gentle, sentimental, twilight
sadness, in which a man can languish and luxuriate; it is a sorrow which is
poignant, piercing and intense. It is the sorrow which is visible; it is the sorrow
which can be seen in a person’s bearing, a person’s face, and person’s tears.
(b) It is the sorrow which a person is bound to show to the world and to show to
God, because one cannot help doing so.
We have to come to the full depth of the meaning of the Beatitude. The real
meaning of it is: “Blessed is the man who is moved to bitter sorrow at the
realization of his own sin.”
The way to God is the way of the broken heart. Penitence is sorrow. Paul said:
“Godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation” (2 Cor. 7:10). Long before Paul,
the Psalmist had said: “I will declare mine iniquity; I will be sorry for my sin”
(Psalm 38:18). The beginning of the Christian life is the utter dissatisfaction with
life as it is. Augustine, telling of the days before his conversion says: “I grew more
wretched, and Thou didst grow nearer.”
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Mourning over the sin of the world
He who mourns over his sins will also sorrow over the power and effects of sin in
the world. David mourned for the sins of others in Psalm 119:136: “Streams of
tears flow from my eyes, for your law is not obeyed.” Jeremiah was known as the
Weeping Prophet because he wept for his people (Jeremiah 9:1; 13:17). The
prophet Amos pronounces God’s judgment on those who do not mourn: They
oppress the poor and crush the needy and then say, “Bring something to drink!”
They sin and then bring sacrifices to the temple, thinking their sacrifices cover
their sins, even though they continue to practice injustice. God pronounces “Alas
for those who are at ease in Zion … Alas for those who … sing idle songs to the
sound of the harp … but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph! … Surely I will
never forget any of their deeds. Shall not the land tremble on this account, and
everyone mourn who lives in it? … I will turn your feasts into mourning” (Amos
4:1-5; 5:6, 14, 6:1-7; 8:7-10; 9:5).
Repeatedly it is said of Jesus in the Gospels that he was moved with compassion
(Mark 1:41; 6:34; 8:2). When Jesus calls for mourning, he means the mourning of
repentance that is sincere enough to cause us to change our way of living.
Their identification with God and the tenderness of their hearts toward him are
reflected in the grief they experience over sin. This directly parallels Isaiah 61:2-3:
The Messiah is anointed by the Lord “to comfort all who mourn; to provide for
those who mourn in Zion – to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of
gladness instead of mourning.” These blessings, already realized, will be fully
experienced at the consummation (Revelation 7:17).
Clarence Jordan writes:
“There must be a concern about this bankrupt condition so deep that it will
find some expression. We must be really grieved that things are as they are.
Those people are not real mourners who say, ‘Sure the world’s in a mess,
and guess maybe I’m a bit guilty like everybody else, but what can I do
about it?’ what they’re really saying is that they are not concerned enough
about themselves or the world to look for anything to do. No great burden
hangs on their hearts. They aren’t grieved. They don’t mourn.” (9)
It may describe the man whose heart is touched for those who are in the midst of
what Virgil called “the tears of things,” whose sense of justice is challenged by
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those who are suffering from tyranny and oppression and injustice, to whom the
appeal of weakness and suffering and pain never comes unheard.
Now we can see clearly that this Beatitude connects with Jesus’ announcement of
the coming of the reign of God: “Repent, for the reign of God is at hand”
(Matthew 4:17). It also connects with Isaiah 61:2 (“to comfort those who mourn”;
and to, “The Lord God will wipe away the tears from every face, and death and
mourning will end” (Isaiah 25:8; Revelation 21:4).
Jesus teaches several parables about realistically recognizing the need to be
concerned to the point of action. There is, for example, the parable of the son who
at first told his father “I am not going to” but then “later felt remorse and went”
(Matthew 21:28-32; See also Luke 16:1-8 and Matthew 11:16-19). It was Jesus’
teaching in the Parable of the Sheep and the goats (Matt. 25:31-46) that a man’s
attitude to him is seen in that man’s attitude to other people.

The Comfort of Mourning
But this Beatitude does not leave the matter there. To leave the matter there might
will leave a man so weighted down with a sense of sin that he would be driven to
despair.
This Beatitude goes on to make its promise: “Blessed are they that mourn, for they
shall be comforted.” Parakalein has more meanings than comforted. There is more
in this promise than any single word can ever translate It is the word which is used
to summon to one’s side as an ally, a helper, a counselor, a witness, and it is the
word which is used to invite one to a banquet. Here, then, is something more. God
does not only accept and receive the sinner back again. He treats him, not as a
criminal, but as an honored guest. He does not treat him as if he could never trust
him again; he invites him to become his ally, his helper, his witness among men. In
the magnificence of his grace God sends us back to the field of our defeat in the
certainty that his grace can turn our past defeat into future victory.
Parakalein has a still further series of great implications. It means to exhort or to
encourage. It is used of inciting and exciting a person, and of fomenting a fire until
it bursts into a flame.
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Here, then, is the greatness of the forgiveness of God. When a man goes to God
with the godly sorrow of repentance, he is not comforted only with the joy of past
sins forgiven and forgotten; his heart is filled with courage; his mind is stimulated
to new thought and new understanding and new adventure; the flickering flame of
his life is fanned to a flame. His whole life is caught up into the strength and the
beauty of God.

Third Beatitude: The Joy of the Disciplined Self
“Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth”
(Matthew 5:5)
Here Jesus consciously is alluding to Psalm 37:11 “But the meek shall inherit the
land,” when he formulated the third Beatitude. So to begin with what does
“Blessed are the meek” mean?
To modern ears meek describes a weak, flabby, milk-toastish, spineless creature,
lacking in all virility, submissive and subservient to a fault, unable to stand up for
himself or for anyone else.
Understand first that meekness is not weakness. It is not wishy-washiness, shyness,
or a lack of confidence. That is very far from the original meaning of the word.
The meaning of the word is, in fact, so great and so comprehensive that it defies
translation.
In Hebrew though the man who is meek (anaw) is the man who obediently accepts
God’s guidance, who humbly accepts whatever God sends, and who is, therefore,
dear to God, and his life is strengthened and beautified by the gifts which God can
give only to such a man. To be humble, the only proper attitude toward God, is to
surrender to God, to accept the necessity to learn and be forgiven. “Meek” refers to
a gentle and reserved spirit, as opposed to an aggressive, harsh, or tyrannical spirit
(See Matthew 11:29 [same word] and James 3:13, noun form of same word).
Anaw (humble, lowly, and meek) is a favorite word in the Psalms describing the
man who in loving and obedient humility accepts the guidance of God and
providence of God. He never grows resentful and bitter about anything which life
may bring to him in the certainty that God’s way is always best, that God is always
working all things together for good. In the Psalms such a man is very dear to God,
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and stands in a very special relationship to him. God hears the desire of the
humble, and never forgets their cry (Psalm 9:13; 10:17; 34:2; 69:32). It is not selfeffacing but rather reality-focused.
An equal wealth of meaning is found in the Greek ancestry of praus. The Greek
adjective praus means “gentle,” humble,” “considerate,” “courteous,” and
therefore exercising self-control without which these qualities would be impossible. The word has a double ancestry, and its two ancestries look in different
directions, one of them looks to God and one of them looks to men. Jordan says
prais should be rendered “completely surrendered to the will of God” rather than
meek. It means their will has been tamed by God’s will:
“In English, the word “meek” has come to be about the same as “weak” or
“harmless” or “spiritless.” It is thought that a meek person is something of a
doormat upon which everyone wipes his feet, a timid soul who lives in
mortal fear of offending his fellow creatures. But nothing could be more
foreign to the biblical use of the word. It is used in particular to describe two
persons: Moses (Numbers 12:3) and Jesus (Matthew 11:29). One of them
defied the might of Egypt and the other couldn’t be cowed by a powerful
Roman official … Both of them seemed absolutely fearless in the face of
men, and completely surrendered to the will of God … People may be called
[tamed] to the extent that they have surrendered their wills to God and
learned to do his bidding … They won’t listen to any man, no matter what
his power or influence, who tries to make them compromise or disobey their
Master’s voice … They surrender their will to God so completely that God’s
will becomes their will … They become God’s “workhorses” on earth.” (10)
It is attitude of Job when he said: “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away;
blessed be the name of the Lord” (1:21). “Though he slay me yet will I trust him”
(13:15). It is the attitude of Mary, the mother of Jesus, when she said: “Behold the
handmaid of the Lord”; be it unto me according to thy word” (Luke 1:38). It is the
attitude of Paul, when, all resistance broken, he said: “Lord, what will you have me
to do?” (Acts 9:6). It is attitude of Jesus when he said: “Not as I will, but as thou
wilt. Thy will be done” (Matthew 26:39 42).
John Wycliffe translated the third Beatitude, “Blessed be mild men” (11) which
implies self-control. Aristotle explained that it is the mean between excessive
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anger and excessive ‘angerlessness.’ So the man who is meek is able to balance his
anger. It is “strength under control.”(12)
History has never seen a leader with more strength and force of character than
Moses, nor a leader with a greater gift of righteous anger, when there was occasion
for it. The world has never seen more dynamic power than the power which
throbbed in the personality of the man Yeshua of Nazareth. That is the meekness
which is blessed.
In the Bible the quality of meekness is connected especially with two people. It
was said of Moses that he was very meek, above all men which were on the face of
the earth (Numbers 12:3). And it was Jesus’ claim for himself: “I am meek and
lowly in heart” (Matt. 11:29).
Thus, in its God-ward look meek describes the man who gives to God the perfect
trust, the perfect obedience, and the perfect submission.
To the meek a promise is made, and the promise is that “they will inherit the
earth.” The inspiration for this magnificent paradox is Psalm 37:11, which
encourages God’s people not to fret because of evil, but rather to trust because “the
meek shall inherit the land” (v. 11; cf. 9, 22, 29, 34). The Israelites to whom the
Psalm was written, despite living in the land, did not truly possess it because of the
working of evil men. What were they to do? In a word, trust (“trust,” vv. 3, 5; “be
still … wait,” v.7). Thus a deep trust in the sovereign power of God is the key to
meekness.
What do you possess?
In the Old Testament it was written that in the Jubilee year, all the land was to be
given back to its original occupants (see Leviticus 25:8-17). The Indians (Native
Americans) understood the concept of the freedom of the land, yet Western society
cannot. If fact many stories exist where Indians “sold” their lands to Whites as a
big joke; they knew no one owned it. Private property forces us behind fences,
boundaries and walls. We actually think that we “own” the land because there’s a
deed down at the courthouse. Isn’t that strange? It’s all cultural. People closer to
the earth know that only God possesses the earth, that we’re all stewards, pilgrims
and strangers on the earth.
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Wait a few years – we’ll see how much you possess when you are no longer on the
top side of this earth! You don’t possess anything. But that’s ridiculous talk unless
you understand the Story. Once you understand the Story you know that possession
is a passing illusion. The meek know that landlords, flood or drought can quickly
take the land back. In most areas of ourselves, though, we think that we have to
bring things into our homes to possess them. After a while, your things possess
you.
This image of meekness is the one Saint Francis embraced. He told us never to
own anything so that you can be open to everything. There is a strain of this
thinking in the American tradition of free public libraries and art museums. I don’t
have to buy art and bring it home to my house to possess it. It’s everywhere, all
around us. Personal ownership is not necessary for enjoyment. Why can’t it be
everybody’s sculpture or painting? And why can’t it be common place where all
can look at it?
Possession is an illusion in the light of the Kingdom.
“They will inherit the earth.” The word inherit has a different meaning in the Bible
from the meaning which we commonly use. We commonly use the word to mean
to enter into possession of something which has been left in a will; but in the Bible
the word usually means to enter into possession of something which has been
promised and foretold by God. The allusion here is to Psalm 37:9, 11, and 29.
In the New Testament, God’s people are not a physical nation – they are gathered
from all nations and tongues. And the land/earth they are to inherit is not just a
physical plot of ground – it is to be earth/heaven itself. The time is coming when,
as fellow heirs with Christ (Romans 8:17), we will reign with him in his earthly
kingdom. We will inherit the earth. The meek inherit the earth because they are
grounded in the truth of reality. We will even judge the world (1 Corinthians 6:2).
The paradox will be literally fulfilled, far beyond our wildest dreams. But there is
also a present inheritance that abundantly enriches our earthly existence. For us it
means far more than the possession of any territory upon earth; for us it does not
mean that we have to wait for bliss and blessedness until the coming of some
Messianic Age in some distant future beyond the hills of time. It means the
promise of life here and now.
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Becoming Meek
There are three concurrent paths to Christlike meekness.
First, we must realize that a gentle, caressing spirit is a gift of the Holy Spirit
(Galatians 5:23). Therefore, it comes only through grace. We must cast ourselves
on God, asking in humble prayer that he give us life, make us his children, and
instill in us a spirit of meekness.
Second, we must yoke ourselves to Jesus, for he was the incarnation of meekness.
Our Lord said of himself, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is
easy and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:29, 30). Jesus promises us that if we
yoke ourselves to him, we will learn gentleness and humility. We learn by being
yoked to Christ, as we surrender our lives to him for direction.
Third, we must give close attention to the progression of thought in the Beatitudes,
for it provides us with a three-step ladder to meekness. The initial we discovered in
the First Beatitude (Matthew 5:3) with poverty of spirit, which comes from a true
knowledge of ourselves. We realize that there is nothing within us that would
commend us to God. We fall short. We need God.
In the next Beatitude (v. 4) we progress to mourning. We most naturally lament
our state of spiritual poverty; we mourn over our spiritual condition. This
mourning is an enviable state because in it we are blessed and comforted.
So, Stop where you are and say to yourself, “I see how the progression works, and
I see that it comes by faith, but how can I know when I am truly meek?” You have
asked yourself a good question! Matryn Lloyd-Jones gave his congregation in
Westminster Chapel the answer, and I can say it no better. “Meekness is essentially
a true view of oneself, expressing itself in attitude and conduct with respect to
others … The man who is truly meek is the one who is truly amazed that God and
man can think of him as well as they do and treat him as well as they do.”(13)
The meek “flow” with the Father’s will as a “gentle breeze,” no longer resisting or
striving, but simply trusting in God’s care. When they are wronged, they seek
neither revenge nor vindication, but only restoration (I Peter 2:23). Paradoxically,
it takes strength to be genuinely “lowly of heart,” but such is found in the Spirit of
God (Zechariah 4:6). Indeed, the Spirit leads us to our inheritance: “the humble

108

shall inherit the land and delight themselves in great peace” (Psalm 37:11). The
fruit of the Spirit is the outgrowth of God’s miraculous life with us, and we partake
of that life when we live in Yeshua (John 15:1-5; Galatians 5:22-23).

Fourth Beatitude: The Bliss of the Starving Soul
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will
be filled.” (Matthew 5:6)
Those who “hunger and thirst for righteousness” are those who love God and
God’s will (revealed in Torah as love and justice) with their heart, soul, mind, and
strength. Because they love God and others, they are willing to check their
passions and will in order to so do God’s will, to further God’s justice, and to
express their longing that God acts to establish his will and kingdom.
We must carefully consider what it means to hunger and thirst for righteousness.
Everything hinges on the meaning of the word “righteousness.” (sedeq in Hebrew
and dikaiosyne in Greek). In the Old Testament (upon which the New Testament
idea is based) two fields of thought give specific shape to the idea. The behavior
view emphasizes the Jewish Torah context and states a behavior in conformity
with the covenant requirements as expressed in Torah or simply “covenant
faithfulness.” The New Testament emphasizes the gift view of God’s grace and
salvation and understands “righteousness” as one’s “right standing before God”
[on the basis of Christ’s meritorious life, death, and resurrection]. The English
word complicates this complex meaning because it is used to translate a word that
can mean either “just” (righteous behavior) or “justification” (declared righteous).
Prior to Paul the Jewish context strongly suggests the term meant “covenant
faithfulness” or “Torah observant.” Paul however took all this to a new level
because he was involved in a completely different context, the Gentile mission. (14)
But with Jesus things are still pre-Pauline and we must remind ourselves of this
fact. (15) Matthew 5:10 which is to be read in conjunction with 5:6, cannot mean
anything other than behavior that conforms to God’s will. A primary example of
the “covenant faithfulness” sense of this term is Joseph, Jesus’ earthly father in 1:9,
who, because he was Torah observant/righteous, chose to divorce Mary because he
wanted to remain observant.
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To define righteousness as conformity to the Torah three things happen: a great
deal of Scripture, especially the prophetic texts, focus our minds on issues like
justice, mercy, peace, faithfulness, worship, holiness, and love; second, we see
clearly that Jesus understood Torah observance (22:34-40; 7:12), so that for Jesus a
“righteous” person was someone who loved God and others as himself; lastly we
are pressed into considering the antitheses of 5:17-48, where surpassing
righteousness refers to kingdom behavior. Carson says “These people hunger and
thirst, not only that they may be righteous (i.e., that they may wholly do God’s will
from the heart), but that justice may be done everywhere. All unrighteousness
grieves them and makes them homesick for the new heaven and earth – the home
of righteousness.” (16) (17)
This beatitude is the most demanding, and perhaps the most frightening of them
all. It is not a comfortable picture. The hunger which this beatitude describes is no
genteel hunger which could be satisfied with a mid-morning snack; the thirst cannot be quenched with a cold drink or a cup of coffee. It is the hunger and thirst of
someone who is starving for food, and the thirst of someone who will die unless
given something to drink (a state better understood in the ancient world). It is
further intensified by the fact that this hungering is continual. “Blessed are those
who are hungering and thirsting for righteousness.” King David, at his best, was
like this. He walked with God as few mortals have. He penned some of our favorite
Psalms about his lofty spiritual experiences. And at the same time he wrote of his
continual thirst and hunger: “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul
thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no
water” (Psalm 63:1). “And I – in righteousness I will see your face; when I awake,
I will be satisfied with seeing your likeness” (Psalm 17:15).
This is the way it is for a healthy believer. He or she never has enough of God and
righteousness. He or she is always hungry.
One further point: hungering and thirsting in the Greek is rendered in the direct
accusative, and not in the normal genitive. Now when verbs of hungering and
thirsting in Greek take the accusative instead of genitive, the meaning is that the
hunger and thirst are for the whole thing. To say I hunger for bread in the
accusative means I want the whole loaf. To say I thirst for water in the accusative
means I want the whole pitcher. There, the correct translation is: Blessed are those
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who hunger and thirst for the whole of righteousness, for complete righteousness.
It is not contentment with a life of lesser, limited devotion.
However that desire is satisfied through the power of the Spirit in this overlap of
ages, it is only in the consummation that it will be satisfied fully and without
qualification (see Matthew 13:38-43).
The language of this beatitude does not make sense to the modern ear. It either
repulses or draws us. It is too strong for some Christians. It rules out sleek, selfsatisfied, halfhearted religion. But in fact, hungering and thirsting for righteousness
is the only approach the Beatitude accepts.
Jesus pronounces the spiritually famished to be “blessed” or approved. To those
who pursue righteousness Jesus promises “they shall be filled,” (chortazesthai,
complete satiety). It means “sated,” “slacked,” “bloated,” or “filled to overflowing.” It is a metaphor expressing absolute and utter satisfaction; they will find
a kingdom society where love, peace, justice, and holiness shape the entirety of
creation.
The world offers us empty cups. That is why our text emphasizes that “they alone
[those who hunger and thirst] will be filled.” No one can know anything of this
satisfaction but a believer.
Scriptures attest to the satisfaction that Christ brings:
“But whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give
him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:14).
“I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who
believes in me will never be thirsty” (John 6:35).
… for he satisfies the thirsty and fills the hungry with good things” (Psalm 107:9).
The image of a divine feast is used more than once by Jesus to illustrate the
satisfactions of the kingdom. On one occasion Jesus told his disciples, “And I
confer on you a kingdom, just as my Father conferred one on me, so that you may
eat and drink at my table in my kingdom” (Luke 22:29-30). Now that will be
eternal satisfaction!
We need to practice Jesus’ words: “But seek first his kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).
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The Fifth Beatitude: The Bliss of the Kind Heart
“Happy are the merciful for they shall obtain mercy.”
(Matthew 5:7)
Before we examine the fifth beatitude let’s review the spiritual logic of the
Beatitudes thus far:
• The first Beatitude, true poverty of spirit, realizing that there is nothing
within us that commends us to God. We must affirm our spiritual
bankruptcy.
• Next, we come to the second Beatitude where we truly mourn our sins as
well as the sin around us
• We ascend next to the third Beatitude, by allowing our spiritual
bankruptcy and mourning to instill in us a truly meek and gentle spirit.
• Finally, as we live the logic of the Beatitudes, we will be able to
desperately hunger and thirst for righteousness.
Like all the Beatitudes this one has to be set against two backgrounds; it has to be
set against the background of the Old Testament, and it has to be set against the
background of the contemporary world in which it was spoken.
Mercy, hesed, is one of the great words of the Old Testament Hebrews. In the Old
Testament it occurs more than one hundred and fifty times, and on more than ninetenths of the occasions when it does the reference is to God and to the action of
God.
Great as the word mercy is, it may be that the use of this word mercy to translate
hesed has done something to narrow and to belittle its meaning. For the most part
we think of mercy in terms of the remission of penalty, or the relaxing of a demand
which might have been enforced. In ordinary usage, to have mercy upon a man is
to agree not to treat him with the sternness and the severity and the righteous
justice which it deserves. But hesed is a far more positive thing than that. Hesed is
translated mercy ninety-six times in the Authorized Version, but it is also translated kindness no fewer than thirty-eight times, and it is kindness which is the basic
idea of the word. Hesed, when it is used of God, is the outgoing kindness of the
heart of God. It is the basis of God’s whole relationship to man, and especially of
his relationship to his people Israel.

112

Mercy is like the mystery of forgiveness. By definition, mercy and forgiveness are
unearned, undeserved, not owed. If it isn’t all those three, it won’t be experienced
as mercy. If you think people have to be merciful, or, on the other hand, try to earn
mercy, you’ve lost the mystery of mercy and forgiveness. I believe with all my
heart that mercy and forgiveness are at the heart of the gospel.
James echoes Matthew’s conceptual language where realms of mercy seem to be
emphasized. James says, “For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no
mercy [in this context, to the poor]; mercy triumphs over judgment” (2:13). One
either lives in the realm of God’s mercy and showing mercy, or in the realm of
showing judgment and therefore incurring God’s judgment. That is the organic link
of James and Matthew. What James calls “justification by works,” Matthew calls
“forgive as you have been forgiven,” and its converse, “if you do not forgive men,
your Father will not forgive your transgressions.” Favoritism is a lack of mercy
and a failure to live in the realm of God’s mercy.
Luke 1:68-79 (the Benedictus) says you’ll have knowledge of salvation through the
forgiveness of sin (1:77). The experience of forgiveness or mercy is the experience
of a magnanimous God who loves out of total gratuitousness. There’s no tit for tat,
no buying and selling in his Temple. That is the symbolism of Jesus’ kicking over
the tables: The buying and selling of God is over. One cannot buy and sell God by
worthiness, by achievement, by obeying commandments. Salvation is God’s
loving-kindness, a loving-kindness that is “forever.” Read Psalm 136 for an
ecstatic description.
The story is told that John Wesley, the 18th century founder of the Methodist
Movement, was sailing to America and heard a commutation in a cabin. He went
to see what was going on, and a famous man named General Oglethorpe was
berating a servant who had stolen from him. He told Wesley, “The rascal should
have taken care how he used me so, for I never forgive.” Wesley said calmly,
“Then, sir, I hope you never sin.”
You don’t know mercy until you’ve really needed it. We are captured by grace.
Only after much mistrust and testing do we accept that we are accepted.
I once saw God’s mercy as patient, benevolent tolerance, a kind of grudging
forgiveness, but now mercy has become for me God’s very self-understanding, a
loving allowing a willing breaking of the rules by the One who made the rules – a
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smile, a firm and joyful taking our hand while we clutch at our sins and gaze at
God in desire and disbelief. So many things have now become signs for me of this
abundant mercy, not grudgingly extended, but patiently offered – to the church, to
this age, to each of us. As we grow older, it almost takes more and more humility
to receive the mercy of God.
Mercy is a way to describe the mystery of forgiveness. It is more than a description
of something God does now and then, it is who-God-is. The ethical trajectory
becomes clear. James says if a brother or sister is without clothing or in need of
daily food, and gets only lip and not real assistance (2:15-16), that also violates the
principle of unity within the covenant community and demonstrates a lack of
having received God’s mercy. That’s why James calls it “dead faith” (2:17). The
partiality revealed in favoring a rich person in some social setting, or conversely, in
not making efforts to care for the neglected, is a gross sin. It is a failure to love as
Jesus loves. It is capitulation to the selfish relational patterns of the world, which
God breaks through and countermands by loving us in and through Jesus. The
question is not, “How can you teach God’s free grace and say we are obligated to
give it to the poor?” The question is the opposite: “How can you teach God’s free
grace and not say we are obligated to the poor?” In James, favoritism against the
poor reveals a fundamental flaw in one’s spiritual development, and can only call
into question one’s participation in the covenant community – i.e., one’s very
salvation – in the first place. The community of Jesus is marked outwardly by a
different social ethic than others.
According to Yeshua, “Mercy is what pleases me, not sacrifice (Matt. 9:13; 12:7).
The word, as we have said, is hesed in Hebrew, “the steadfast enduring love which
is unbreakable.” Sometimes the word is translated as “loving-kindness” or
“covenant love.” God has made a covenant with creation and will never break the
divine side of the covenant. It’s only been broken from our side. God’s love is
steadfast. It is written in the divine image within us. It’s given, it sits there. We are
the ones who instead clutch at our sins and beat ourselves instead of surrendering
to the divine mercy; that refusal to be forgiven is a form of pride. It is saying, “I’m
better than mercy. I’m only going to accept it when I’m worthy and can preserve
my so-called self-esteem.” Only the humble person, the little one, can live in and
after mercy.
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The Psalmist hears God say to his Anointed King: “My mercy will I keep for him
for ever more, and my covenant shall stand fast with him” (Psalm 89:28). The
ideas of mercy and covenant are inseparably connected.
The idea of the covenant is basic to the whole Old Testament. The covenant means
that God graciously entered into a special relationship with the people of Israel, a
relationship in which he would be their God and they would be his people, a
relationship which was initiated by God alone, but which is to be maintained by the
obedience of the people to the Law (Torah) which God had given them (Exodus
24:1-8). In that covenant relationship hesed is God’s attitude to his beloved people.
Hesed is God’s steadfast and faithful adherence to his special relationship to his
own people; it is the outgoing love of God to his people within that special
relationship into which he entered with them, and to which he will never be false.
Hesed is the loyal outgoing love of God to his own people.
In the Greek of the New Testament the Hebrew hesed becomes elos. The word
merciful, “to give help to the wretched, to relieve the miserable.” Here the essential
thought is that mercy gives attention to those in misery. From this we can make the
important distinction between mercy and grace. It is not so common in the New
Testament; it occurs 27 times. But the use of it is highly significant.
Grace is shown to the undeserving, mercy is compassion. Mercy, however, is not
simply feeling compassion. Mercy exists when something is done to alleviate
distress. This is uniform in the Old Testament (cf. Hosea and Amos 5). Twice
Jesus quotes the saying of Hosea, that God wants mercy and not sacrifice (Hosea
6:6; Matt. 9:13; 12:27).
Jesus made this perfectly clear when, after he told the Parable of the Good
Samaritan, he asked his questioner: “Which of these three do you think was a
neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” The expert in the law
replied, “The one who had mercy on him.” Jesus told him, “God and do likewise”
(Luke 10:36-37).
God is rich in mercy (Ephesians 2:4), and it is that mercy which saved us (Titus
3:5). Hebrews 4:16; I Peter 1:3; Romans 9:23, 11:31, 15:9
It is that mercy which we find at the throne of grace (Hebrews 4:16); it is that
mercy which gives us hope through the Resurrection of Jesus Christ (I Peter 1:3),
and through which Jesus Christ confers eternal life upon us (Jude 21). A
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particularly significant usage of it is that Paul connects the mercy of God with the
giving of the gospel to the Gentiles (Romans 9:23; 11:31; 15:9). The outgoing love
of God has gone even further out and has embraced, not only the people of the
original covenant, but all humankind.
His condemnation of the Pharisees is that they have been meticulous about the
details of the ceremonial law, and have forgotten the great essentials – justice,
mercy, and faith (Matt. 23:23). The Parable of the Good Samaritan is mercy in
action, and all are bidden to go and to imitate that mercy (Luke 10:37). It is clear
that Jesus too saw this outgoing love as the great characteristic of the relationship
of the Believer with his fellow-men.

Mercy is Forgiving
New Testament scholar Robert Guelich has shown that especially in this Beatitude
merciful describes one who forgives and pardons another who is in the wrong. (18)
The principle runs through the Scriptures. As a small boy my mother often read me
the story of Joseph and his brothers. You remember the story. The only reason they
had not murdered Joseph as a boy was that as they were ready to perform the act,
they saw an approaching caravan and decided to sell him into slavery instead.
Years later, when Joseph had his guilty brothers literally “at his mercy,” he showed
them exactly that. There was compassion as he wept for their misery, and then
action as he met their needs. There was forgiveness as he restored them all to his
grace, saying, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Genesis
50:20).
The merciful person remembers his own sin and God’s mercy to him, he
understands the weaknesses of others, and he forgives. W.E. Sangster, the muchloved pastor of the renowned Westminster Central Hall, London, was graced with
this quality in his own life. “It was Christmas time in my home,” as he tells it:
One of my guests had come a couple of days early and saw me sending off
the last of my Christmas cards. He was startled to see a certain name and
address. “Surely, you are not sending a greeting card to him,” he said. “Why
not?” I asked. “But you remember,” he began, “eighteen months ago … “ I
remembered, then, the thing the man had publicly said about me, but I
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remembered also resolving at the time with God’s help … to forget. And
God had “made” me forget! I posted the card. (19)
They Shall Obtain Mercy
The Beatitude ends with the promise: “Happy are the merciful, for they shall
obtain mercy.” Other Scriptures teach the same idea. James says, Judgment will be
without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy: mercy triumphs over
judgment” (James 2:13). Jesus himself says, “For if you will forgive men when
they sin against you, your Heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not
forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins” (Matthew 6:14, 15).
Some have entirely missed the point by supposing that one can merit God’s mercy
by performing acts of mercy. This is at complete variance with the rest of
Scripture, which teaches salvation by grace alone (Ephesians 2:8, 9).
Here is an inescapable principle laid down by Jesus. “With what judgment ye
judge, ye shall be judged; and with what measure ye judge, ye shall be judged; and
with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again” (Matt. 7:2 KJV)).
See also Luke 6:36-38 “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not judge,
and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned.
Forgive, and you will be forgiven. . . . For with the measure you use, it will be

measured to you.”
Jesus tells us to be merciful (rachum), not to judge or condemn. It’s difficult to
understand what he might mean. Are we just supposed to overlook sin? When we
read Jesus’ words in the light of what else was being said in his time, we can get
powerful new insights into how to apply these words to our lives.
It is interesting that other rabbis of Jesus’ time taught these ideas close to this
concept of “Do not judge.” They had a related teaching, which said, “Judge every
person on the side of favor.” A parable was told to illustrate their point:
“A man who worked on a farm for three years went to his employer and
asked for his wages to take home to his family. The owner said to him “I
have no money!” So he said to him, “Well, give me some of the crops I’ve
helped grow,” to which he replied “I have none!” He then asked to be given
some sheep and the farmer told him again that he had nothing to give him.
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So he went home with a sorrowful heart. A few days later his employer
brought him his wages with many extra gifts. The farm owner said to him,
“When I told you I had no money, what did you think?” He said, “I thought
you might have lost it in some bad business.” Then he said, “And when I
said I had no crops?” He said, “I thought perhaps they were leased to
others?” And when I said I had no animals?” The man said, “I thought you
may have promised them to the temple.” The farmer replied, “You are right!
I had vowed all that I owned to the Lord because my son wouldn’t study the
Scriptures. But yesterday I was absolved of the vow so that now I can repay
you. And as for you, just as you have judged me favorably, may the Lord
judge you favorably!”
The ancient Talmudic story illustrates someone being merciful and not condemning another, and it also parallels Jesus’ words, “For with what measure you use, it
will be measured to you.” Could this illustration be related to what Jesus was
saying?
What this Beatitude means is that those who are truly God’s children, and as such
are objects of his mercy, will themselves be merciful and will receive mercy in the
end. Showing mercy is evidence that we have received mercy.
We dare not remain impassive or callous to human need and refuse to do anything
about it. John says it best: “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother
in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” (I John 3:17)
A corresponding aspect of mercy is forgiveness. Jesus taught this in the Parable of
the Unmerciful Slave (Matthew 18:21-35). The slave owed his master an immense
sum – in today’s currency about twenty million dollars. The debt was impossible to
repay, so he pleaded with his master, who, with astonishing compassion, forgave
him the entire debt. Incredibly, however, the wicked slave went out, found one of
his fellow slaves who owed him 2, 000 dollars, and threw him into prison. When
the other slaves reported this injustice to their master, he summoned the wicked
slave:
“You wicked servant,” he said, “I canceled all that debt of yours
because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your
fellow servant just as I had on you!” in anger his master turned him
over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.
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This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you
forgive your brother from your heart” (Matthew 18:32-35).
These are hard, violent, surgical words. But they are mercifully so. The warning
here is to that religious person who attends church services, can recite the
appropriate scriptures and answers, leads an outwardly moral life, but holds a death
grip on his grudges. Jesus warns us not to nourish hatreds, cherish animosities, and
otherwise live in settled malice.
If you are a Christian, regardless of the wrong done to you, you can by God’s
grace, forgive. As we study the Beatitudes they help us to ascertain the authenticity
of our faith, and the health of our spiritual lives. In the searchlight of this
Beatitude, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy,” is your
salvation authentic? Are you merciful? Are you forgiving? Or do you hold grudges
as your treasured possessions?
If you have to come to understand that you are without grace and mercy, then no
more fitting word could be commended to you here than this parable:
“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax
collector. The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank
you that I am not other men – robbers, evildoers, adulterers – or even like
this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’ But the tax
collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat
his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ I tell you that this
man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone
who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be
exalted” (Luke 18:10-14).

Beatitude Six: The Bliss of the Pure in Heart
“Happy are the pure in heart: they shall see God”
(Matthew 5:8)
In 1982 a newspaper article originally in the Los Angeles Times carried the story of
Anna Mae Pennica, a 62 year-old woman who had been blind from birth. (20) At age
47 she married a man she met in a Braille class; and for the first fifteen years of
their marriage he did the seeing for both of them until he completely lost his vision
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to retinitis pigmentosa. Mrs. Pennica had never seen the green of spring or the blue
of a winter sky. Yet because she had grown up in a loving, supportive family, she
never felt resentful about her disability and always exuded a remarkably cheerful
spirit.
Then in October 1981 Dr. Thomas Pettit of the Jules Stein Eye Institute of the
University of California at Los Angeles performed surgery to remove the rare
congenital cataracts from the lens of her left eye – and Mrs. Pennica saw for the
first time ever! The newspaper account did not record her initial response, but it
does tell us that she found that everything was “so much bigger and brighter” than
she ever imagined. While she immediately recognized her husband and others she
had known well, other acquaintances were taller or shorter, heavier or slimmer
than she had pictured them.
After that day Mrs. Pinnica hardly had been able to wait to wake up in the
morning, splash her eyes with water, put on her glasses, and enjoy the changing
morning light. Her vision is almost 20/30 – good enough to pass a driver’s test.
Think how wonderful it must have been for Anna Mae Pennica when she looked
for the first time at the faces she had only felt, or when she saw the kaleidoscope of
a Pacific sunset or a tree waving its branches or a bird in flight. The gift of physical
sight is wonderful. And the miracle of seeing for the first time can hardly be
described. Yet there is something that surpasses even this – and that is seeing God.
When we pass from this world and see the face of Christ, that joy will transcend all
the joys of life. The wonderful story of Mrs. Pennica’s “miracle” fades in
comparison.
This is what the sixth Beatitude is about – seeing God. “Blessed are the pure in
heart, for they see God.”
As we begin, we must determine what “pure of heart” means. In its Old Testament
usage the word pure or purity is very common, and occurs more than 150 times. It
has two definite and distinct meanings: ceremonial purity (37 times in Exodus, 34
in Leviticus - the kind of foods and animals which may be eaten, the purity that
comes from ceremonial washings and from observing ritual laws, the kind without
moral content at all) and moral and spiritual purity. (Gen. 44:10). (21)
The human heart – the internal, invisible center of our being – is in a bad way.
Jeremiah’s piercing words still ring true: “The heart is deceitful above all things,
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and desperately wicked: who can know it” (Jeremiah 17:9, KJV). It desperately
needs a supernatural work of redemption and regeneration. We should not
diagnose man’s central problem as his external behavior but his internal nature; his
outward actions flow from the heart within. Addressing this problem is two-fold:
we need spiritual life and the need to constantly yield to God. The Old Testament
speaks to this heart-problem of man in Deuteronomy:
5:28-29, The Lord heard you when you spoke to me and the Lord said to me,
“I have heard what this people said to you. Everything they said was good.
Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my
commands always, so that it might go well with them and their children
forever!
10:12-16, And now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God ask of you but to
fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to observe the
Lord’s commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own
good?
30:6, The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your
descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your
soul, and live.
As we discussed in chapter two God longed for his people to willingly serve him
with undivided hearts but though there are bursts of faith and zeal we mainly see
long-term unfaithfulness. Their hearts were far from him.
The Old Testament prophets looked forward to the time when God would give the
people pure hearts.
Ezekiel records God’s words:
“I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will
cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will
give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from
you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh” 36:25, 26).
Jeremiah similarly envisaged a new covenant in which God would put his “law in
their minds and write it on their hearts” (31:33).
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Very likely Jesus’ reference to “pure in heart” comes from the famous rhetorical
answer to the questions of Psalm 24:3, 4: “Who may ascend the hill of the Lord?
Who may stand in his holy place? He who has clean hands and a pure heart.”
In Mark 7:6-23 (ESV), we see that Yeshua does not only build upon the “heart
theme,” but the context suggests that he does so from Deuteronomy. The text
reads:
And he said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is
written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from
me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of
men.’
You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.”
And he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of
God in order to establish your traditions! For Moses said, ‘Honor your
father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must surely
die.’ But you say, ‘If a man tells his father or his mother, “Whatever you
would have gained from me is Corban’ (that is, given to God) – then you no
longer permit him to do anything for his father or mother, thus making void
the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And many
such things you do.
And he called all the people to him again and said to them, “Hear me, all of
you, and understand: There is nothing outside a person that by going into
him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what defile
him. And when he had entered the house and left the people, his disciples
asked him about the parable. And he said to them, “Then are you also
without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person
from the outside cannot defile him, since it enters not his heart but his
stomach, and is expelled?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.) And he said,
“What comes out of a person is what defiles him. For from within, out of the
heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery,
coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All
these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”
This beatitude has often been thought to be about inner purity – as if Jesus
criticized the Pharisees for being preoccupied with laws concerning forbidding
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certain foods and performing rituals correctly and focused instead on inner spiritual
purity. But it is more accurate to say that he emphasized the unity of inward roots
and outward fruits (Matthew 7:15-21. We can see this in Matthew 15:11 (“Not
what food goes into a person’s mouth makes the person unclean, but what words
come out of that person’s mouth make him or her unclean”).
In the context of Mark 7, we discover that Yeshua and his disciples had probably
been condemned by the most influential school of Pharisees (Bet Shammai).
Although Jesus demonstrated no obligation to side with either Bet Shammai or Bet
Hillel, Jesus frequently agreed with Bet Hillel. Here, Yeshua is putting Shammai’s
disciples in their place; Jesus is arguing with them and advancing the perspective
typical of Bet Hillel. One constant matter of debate between these two schools (and
the rabbis in general) involved ranking commands in priority order. That
commands were sorted out and prioritized in this manner is seen in action as we
pursue Matthew 23:23 (NASB).
“Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill
and cumin, and have neglected the weightier provisions of the law: justice
and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you should have done
without neglecting the others.” (See also 25-28) (22)
Greek idealism splits the inner soul from outward action. Biblical realism, by
contrast, is holistic: there is one whole self in relation to one God, the Lord of all.
Biblically, the heart is not our inner self but our relational organ. When I act
angrily toward someone, my heart gets involved. It beats faster. The real split is not
inner versus outer but serving God versus serving some other loyalty (idol?) such
as money or prestige. As biblical scholars W.D. Davies and Dale Allison point out,
“Purity of heart must involve integrity, a correspondence between outward action
and inward thought (cf. Matthew 15:8), a lack of duplicity, singleness of intention
… and the desire to please God above all else. More succinctly: purity of heart is to
will one thing, God’s will, with all of one’s being [and doing]. (223)
Matthew 5:8 in Hebrew defines a pure heart as one which preserves the integrity of
the soul unbroken by contaminating elements.
In addition to this primary meaning, “pure” also calls for a purity of devotion.
William Barclay tells us that the Greek word was used to describe clean water,
sometimes metals without alloy, sometimes grain that had been winnowed, and
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sometimes feelings that are unmixed. As it is used in our text, it carries the idea of
being free from every taint of evil. (24)
The pure in heart are those who have an undivided, heart-level commitment to the
kingdom of righteousness which manifests itself in an inner moral purity. Their
righteousness is not a put on, a mere outward show for the benefit of onlookers;
it’s something that comes from the inside out and is consistent even when people
are around. They’re genuine, the real deal.
The pure “in heart” though referring to being pure in mind regarding matters of
sensuality is not limited to this. It means a heart that does not bring mixed motives
and divided loyalties to its relationship with God. It is a heart of sinlessness in
devotion to God – pure, unmixed devotion. James refers to this idea when he says,
“Purify your hearts, you double-minded” (James 4:8). We must rid ourselves of
mixed motives, duplicity, double-mindedness; be simple and pure in our devotion.
Few in this frenetic age are capable of the spiritual attention this sixth Beatitude
calls for: focusing on God with a singleness of heart.
God demands a humanly impossible character, and then gives us that character by
his grace. And with that he shows a humanly impossible vision.

The Promise – to See God
The promise of this Ashrei (Beatitude) is that the man who is pure in heart will see
God. As with the other Beatitudes, the future is in immediate reference to what
goes before. They will see God as they become pure in heart. And the seeing is
continuous. The will see God, now with the eyes of faith and then (on “that Day”)
in dazzling brilliance (Hebrews 12:14; Revelation 21:22-27). This parallels what
David wrote in Psalm 24:3-4: “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who
shall stand in his holy place? He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does
not lift up his soul to what is false and does swear deceitfully.”
What this means is that it is possible to actually see God in this life – now. I think
this is what blind and deaf Helen Keller meant when someone bluntly said to her,
“Isn’t it terrible to be blind?” To which she responded, “Better to be blind and see
with your heart, than to have two good eyes and see nothing.” Perhaps if it were
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possible to have heard of Mrs. Pennica’s miraculous operation, she would have
said, “That is wonderful. But there is yet a better seeing.”
Christians see God now. Of course, they do not see him in his total being, because
that would be too much for them. However, they do see him in many ways.
Believers see and celebrate God in creation. Psalm 29 records that David watched
a thunderstorm and saw God. Of thunder he says, “The voice of the Lord is over
the waters; the God of glory thunders, the Lord thunders over the mighty waters.
The voice of the Lord is powerful; the voice of the Lord is majestic” (vv. 3, 4).
When David saw the lightening his response was, “The voice of the Lord strikes
with flashes of lightning” (v. 7). This kind of seeing is the special possession of the
believer. We see the footprints and the hand of God in nature.
Those of faith also see him in the events of life – even difficulties. Job exclaimed
after his varied experiences of life, “My ear had heard of you but now my eyes
have seen you” (Job 42:5).
The sixth Beatitude tells us that the purer our hearts become, the more we will see
God in this life. The more our hearts are focused on God, absorbed with him,
concentrated on his being, freed from distraction, sincere – single, the more we
will see him. Integrity, which means the quality of being whole or undivided, is a
state in which we are freed from our former masters (money, race prejudice,
militarism, egotism, or any other of the jealous, demonic gods who demand our
respect and obedience and make us their slaves).
Jordan says that people’s
“conflicting loyalties make them wretched, confused, tense. And having to
keep their eyes on two masters at once makes them cross-eyed, and their
vision is so blurred that neither image is clear. But the eyes of the inwardly
and outwardly pure are single, that is, focused upon one object, and their
sight is not impaired. That’s why Jesus said, ‘for they shall see God.’ They
shall see God because their lives are in focus.”(25)
As our hearts become purer, the more the Word lives and the more creation speaks.
Even the adverse circumstances of life seem to sharpen our vision of God.
Seeing God in this life is the summum bonum – the highest good, because those
who see him become more and more like him. “And we, who with unveiled faces
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all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with everincreasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit” (2 Corinthians
3:18).
There is more – the “pure in heart” one day we will see him face to face! Believe
it! We need but the faith and vision of Job who said, “I know that my Redeemer
lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been
destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes –
I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:25-27).
The irony of Mrs. Pennica’s “miracle,” according to Dr. Pettit was that “surgical
techniques available as far back as the 1940s could have corrected her problem.”
Mrs. Pennica lived forty of her sixty-two sightless years needlessly blind!

The Seventh Beatitude: Blessings on Those Who Create Peace
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.”
(Matthew 5:9)
This is the only time the word peacemakers is ever used in the entire Bible.
A peacemaker literally is the “one who reconciles quarrels.” For us peace is largely
a negative word; it tends to describe mainly the absence or the cessation of war and
trouble. Will and Ariel Durant wrote: “War is one of the constants of history, and
has not diminished with civilization and democracy. In the past 3,241 years of
recorded history only 268 have seen no war. (26)
Today many think we can achieve peace through violence. Have you ever heard
them say, “We will stop killing by killing”? Of course you have. It’s the way we
think. And it is in opposition to all great religious teachers. Our need for immediate
control leads us to disconnect the clear unity between means and ends. We even
name a missile that is clearly meant for the destruction of humanity a
“peacekeeper.” At least the word is more honest: peace keeper, instead of Jesus’
peace maker. But the peace we are keeping is a false peace. Jeremiah the prophet
would say to our “peacekeeping” wars what he said to the leaders of Israel:
. . . Peace! Peace!
whereas there is no peace.
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They should be ashamed of their loathsome deeds.
Not they! They feel no shame,
they do not even know how to blush.
Jeremiah 8:11b-12a
American Christians supported the killing of two hundred thousand people in Iraq
during the Persian Gulf War and still call themselves pro-life.
In Jesus’ day war was a regular threat, and if peace came it would be deliverance
from destruction and exile, a return to God’s ways of justice, faithfulness, and
peace-making. Again and again, Jesus predicted Jerusalem and the temple would
be destroyed if they did not return to God and practice justice and peacemaking.
Even today, the Middle East is a place of injustice, violence, and threats of war.
Just as in those ancient days, hope requires a return to the ways of justice and
peacemaking.
Isaiah 11:6-13 points the way of hope and calls for repentance from injustice,
greed, and peacemaking:
The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid …
and the weaned child shall put its hand on the
adder’s den.
They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy
mountain …
Ephraim shall not be jealous of Judah,
and Judah shall not be hostile towards Ephraim.
War is a means of seeking control, not a means of seeking peace. Pax Romana is
the world’s way of seeking control and calling it peace. In ancient Rome all the
Romans thought they had peace. They lived in the city of Rome where everything
seemed okay. Violence, you see, will always create more violence, but it creates
the violence at the edge, out in the colonies. It calls what it has at the center peace,
yet the violence has merely been exported to the edges. It is no real peace. Our rich
suburbs with security entrances are evidence of the same today. “There is no true
peace,” as Pope Paul VI said, “without justice.”
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Do we have any idea of all the slavery and oppression, all the killing, the torture,
all the millions of people who have existed around the edges of every empire so
those at the center of the empire could say they had peace? Every time you build a
pyramid, certain people at the top will have their peace. Yet there will be bloody
bodies all around the bottom. Those at the top are usually blind to the price of their
false peace.
Regardless of our posture toward the state, the military, or other countries, the goal
of the follower of Jesus is peace; but we are to admit that the means is not as clear.
That is, while we should all desire peace, how we get there may differ. Some
Christians think the best way to get there is through military strength sufficient
enough to intimidate other countries into dropping their military plans, while
others think the way of Jesus is to drop our military intimidation and negotiate in
love for justice and peace. (27)
They are peacemakers in the sense of reconciling people to God through the gospel
but also in seeking all kinds of reconciliation. Disciples of Jesus delight to make
peace wherever possible.
Peacemaking and justice/righteousness, which follows in verse 10, belong together
in the Jewish world of Jesus. The “peacemaker” is someone who is reconciled to
God, knows God is for peace, and seeks reconciliation instead of strife and war.
Jewish expectations for the messianic kingdom were for peace; hence, a
peacemaker is a kingdom person (Isaiah 9:5-6; Zechariah 9:9-10). That is, the
Beatitudes look at people now through the lens of an Ethic from Beyond. Kingdom
realities are now occurring through the peacemakers. (28)
Donald Hagner views this beatitude in reference to the historical and social context
of the time of the Zealots, who were a part of Jewish resistance movements.
“In the context of the beatitudes, the point would seem to be directed
against the Zealots, the Jewish revolutionaries who hoped through violence
to bring the kingdom of God. Such means would have been a continual
temptation for the downtrodden and oppressed who longed for the kingdom.
The Zealots by their militarism hoped furthermore to demonstrate that they
were loyal “sons of God.” But Jesus announces … it is the peacemakers who
will be called the “children of God” … This stress on peace becomes a
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common motif in the New Testament (cf. Romans 14:19; Hebrews 12:14;
James 3P:18; 1 Peter 5:11). (29)
But for the Jew peace had a far wider meaning than that. The rabbis resisted the
zealotry threat: “Hillel says, ‘Be disciples of Aaron, “loving peace and pursuing
peace, loving people and drawing them near to the Torah” (m. ‘Abot 1:12).
Note the Greek word for peace is eirene, which translates the Hebrew word
shalom. Shalom has two main meanings.
It describes perfect welfare, serenity, prosperity and happiness. The eastern
greeting is Salaam, and that greeting does not only wish a man freedom from
trouble; it wishes him everything which make for his contentment and his good.
For the Jew peace is a condition of perfect and complete positive well-being.
Second, shalom describes a right personal relationship, it describes intimacy,
fellowship, uninterrupted goodwill between man and man. It can easily be seen
that peace does not describe only the absence of war and strife; peace describes
happiness and well-being of life, and perfection of human relationships. When the
Psalmist prays that peace should be within the walls of Jerusalem (Psalm 122:7, 8),
he is praying that every good blessing should descend upon the city and upon its
citizens.
It would be true to say the New Testament is the book of this peace. In it the word
peace, eirene, occurs 88 times, and it occurs in every book. My dear friend Bob
Gregory, a kind and gentle man, who now resides in Australia puts at the end of
every e-mail I receive, “Remember Pacific means Peace!” One of the great
characteristics of the New Testament letters is that they begin and end with a
prayer for peace for those who are to read and to listen to them. Paul begins every
one of his letters with a prayer that grace and peace may be on the people to whom
he writes, and often the New Testament letters end with some such phrase as,
“Peace be to you all.” When Jesus was leaving his disciples, as John tells the story,
he said to them: “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you” (John 14:27).
It has been called the last will and testament of Jesus.
In the Torah from the Mount Jesus defines peace in a different way than we do.
This has been called the Pax Christi, the peace of Christ.
In the remaining Beatitudes Jesus will connect his peace with justice and selfsacrifice. The Pax Romana creates a false peace by sacrificing others; the pax
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Christi waits and works for true peace by sacrificing the false self of power,
prestige and possessions. That will never become national policy of any country at
any time. Neither will such peacemaking ever be popular. The follower of Jesus is
doomed to perennial minority status.
We must mark one all-important fact in this Beatitude – the people who are blessed
are not the peace-lovers but the peace–makers. It can happen that a man is a
peaceful man and a peace-lover, and is yet not a peace-maker.
Peace, shalom, as we have seen, means welfare and well-being at their best and at
their highest. Therefore, this Beatitude means that all those who do anything to
increase the well-being and the welfare of the world are blessed.
If you are truly pro-life, you have to be consistently pro-life in all areas – from
womb to tomb. It is a radical (not traditional) stance. One of the most distressing
qualities of Christians today is that they retain the right to decide when, where and
with whom they will be pro-life peacemakers. At the extreme, if the other can be
determined to be wrong, guilty, unworthy, sinful or “not innocent” in anyway, it is
apparently acceptable to kill them. That entirely misses the ethical point that Jesus
is making. We are never the sole arbiters of life and death, because life is created
by God and carries the divine image. It is a spiritual seeing, far beyond any
ideology of left, right or even church.
What is a peacemaker like? Peacemaking is neither being “nice” (as defined
today), nor is it “tolerance” (again as defined today); rather, it is an active entrance
into the middle of warring parties for the purpose of creating reconciliation and
peace. (30) It is not soft-pedaling around real but not identical differences. The
peacemaker seeks to reconcile – not by pretending there are no differences or by
suppressing differences, but by creating love of the other that transcends
differences.
To be a peacemaker is to risk pain. Any time we attempt to bring peace personally
or societally, we necessarily risk misunderstanding and failure. If we have been
wrong, there is the pain of apologizing. On the other hand, we may have to suffer
the equally difficult pain of rebuking another. In any case, the peacemaker has to
be willing to “risk it.” The temptation is let things slide. It is so easy to rationalize
that trying to bring true peace will “only make things worse.”
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Peacemaking doesn’t mean appeasing or compromising with evil for the sake of
peace. For example, Jesus knew that his uncompromising call to commitment, his
demand that he be the highest priority in a disciple’s life, would bring conflict even
within families. It’s in that sense that he said in Matthew 10:34 that he didn’t come
to bring peace but a sword. He didn’t say allegiance to him should be abandoned
for the sake of peace.
God’s Word enjoins such peacemaking, telling us to “make every effort to keep the
unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3) and to “make every
effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification” (Romans 14:19). “If it
is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Romans
12:18). Gentleness is called for by James, “But the wisdom that comes from heaven
is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and
good fruit, impartial and sincere. Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest
of righteousness” (3:17-18). Francis of Assisi understood this call to the active
pursuit of peace:
Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace.
Where there is hate, may I bring love;
Where offense, may I bring pardon;
May I bring union in place of discord.
A number of parables are again instructive. Jesus’ parable of the weeds and wheat
teaches we are not to root out, exclude, or do violence against those in the
Christian community, or outside it, who disagree with the gospel as we understand
it. We should let both the weeds and the wheat grow together until the harvest
(Matthew 13:24-30, 37-43).
This parable was central for those seventeenth-century Christians who developed
religious liberty and independence of the church from the state; heretics should be
allowed to live in peace. This ended the centuries-long practice of imprisoning and
executing heretics. It was the key peacemaking development that ended the wars of
religion. (31)
In Luke 15, three parables teach that we should not exclude outsiders but welcome
them: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost (Prodigal) son. All three are
responses to the complaints of the Pharisees and Scribes that Jesus eats with tax
collectors and sinners. Here Jesus fulfills the theme of Isaiah that the Holy One of
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Israel is the Redeemer, not the Separator. The lost coin portrays a woman as a
metaphor for God. She has great joy when she finds it: “Just so, I tell you, there is
joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:910). The lost (Prodigal) son parable urges the elder brother to rejoice at his lost
brother’s return, not be hateful toward his brother. In fact, there is joy and rejoicing
in Luke 15:5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 22-24, and 32. Jesus urges peacemaking with outsiders,
the lost, and the heretics. Likewise, his parable of the compassionate Samaritan
(Luke 10:25-37) urges peacemaking even with those who are a hated other.

Sons of God
After the affirmation of the Beatitude there comes the promise. The peacemakers
shall be called the children of God at the final judgment. They have divine
paternity, an inheritance from above.
The phrase “shall be called” is a Hebrew way of saying “shall be acknowledged to
be”, or, “shall receive the status of”, or, “shall be owned and regarded as.” The
peacemakers receive the honor as children of God though this is not quite accurate.
It ought to be sons of God, and this in Hebrew has a special meaning. Hebrew is
deficient in adjectives; there is, for instance, no adjective in the 23rd Psalm. To
make up for this deficiency Hebrew uses the phrase son of plus some virtue or
quality instead of an adjective. Barnabas, for instance is the son of consolation; that
is, he is a consoling and a comforting man. James and John are the sons of thunder;
that is, they are thunderous and stormy characters. A man may be called a son of
peace; that is, he is peaceful and well-disposed man. So then the phrase “sons of
God” means God-like.
The Greek word order is, “for they sons of God shall be called.” The idea is that
they, and no others, shall be called God’s sons. Moreover, the passive voice
indicates that it is God, not man, who assigns the title “sons.”
The sublimity of this promise comes from the fact that the title “sons of God”
refers to character (cf. Luke 6:35). The peacemakers partakes of the character of
God, who made peace through the cross. He is like God in the way he lives.
The translation of this Beatitude might well read: “Blessed are those who produce
right relationships in every sphere of life, for they are doing a God-like work.
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Beatitudes #8 and #9:

Blessed are the Persecuted

“Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.”
“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of
evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is
great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before
you.
(Matthew 5:10-12)

Jesus first has a blessing for those who are persecuted because they seek God’s
justice/righteousness (5:10). Christians are called to live righteous lives and that
upsets the unrighteous. As noted in 1 John 3:11-12, Cain murdered Abel because
his own deeds were evil and his brother’s were righteous (see also 1 Peter 4:3-5).
Matthew 5:11-12 could really be called the ninth Beatitude, although it more likely
is an explanation of the eighth. Apparently Jesus is saying that the disciples’
response is a prophetic action itself. To live joyfully in the midst of misunderstanding and persecution points beyond to the Story. Jesus promises us that when
we do live joyfully under persecution, the world won’t understand, and will hate
you. Many have said that a clear sign that it is true gospel is if it engenders
criticism and spreading of falsehoods. Goodness can never be attacked directly; the
messengers or the motivation have to be discredited.
These two teachings are the climax of the Beatitudes. Here we find a divinely
composed paradox and mystery, for it involves the relationship of persecution and
joy. William Blake in Auguries of Innocence understood that joy and woe are
often woven together:
Joy and woe are woven fine,
A clothing for the soul divine,
Under every grief and pine
Runs a joy with silken twine. (32)
Until now all the Beatitudes have been given in the third person – “Blessed are
those.” This Beatitude begins the same way but the repetition in verse 11 changes
to the direct address of the second person – “Blessed are you, when people insult
you, persecute you … “(emphasis added).
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If verse 10 promises the “kingdom,” verse 12a has “great is your reward.” (33)
McKnight states: “The notion here is one’s eternal/kingdom state correlates with
one’s response to God in the present life. That isn’t works righteousness but
instead the moral call to responsibility in light of eternal correlation. Jesus later
teaches that the disciples reward far outstrips the correlation (cf. 20:1-16).” (33)
We must begin by thinking of the inevitability of persecution. We should not
resent persecution because we should not be surprised by it. We should not be
surprised by it because Christ has promised it to us. Neither should we be afraid of
it because Christ has promised it blessed. Christians should “Rejoice and be glad!”
It is blessed because it unites us with Christ. There was in Jesus an almost startling
honesty; no one could ever say that he had been inducted to follow Jesus on false
pretenses; Jesus told his followers what they might expect, and he left them no
doubt that they must suffer for his name. To follow him necessarily involved the
taking up of a cross (Matthew 16:24). They were not of the world as Jesus had not
been of the world; and as the world had hated him, so it would necessarily hate
them (John 15:18, 19; 17:14). The world in the Johannine sense of the term has
been defined as “human nature organizing itself without God,” and human nature
apart from God must be in opposition to human nature which has taken God as the
center of existence.
The day was to come when Peter was to tell his people, who were going through it,
that bliss was theirs, if they suffered, as Christ suffered for righteousness’ sake (I
Peter 3:14), and if they were reproached for the name of Christ (I Peter 4:14). Jesus
left his followers with the message of the cost of following him, and of the cross
that loyalty in him involved.
There was the simple but basic fact that the Christians were different; and men
always regard with suspicion that which is different. As far as the public is
concerned, conformity is the way to a trouble-free life, and the Christians were
inevitably non-conformists. “We have the reputation,” said Tertullian, “of living
aloof from crowds” (Apology31).
The Christians, as the heathen saw them, were people who “sulk in corners and
shun the light of day, silent in public, but full of talk in their holes and corners”,
“people who separate themselves from the rest of mankind” (Minucius Felix,
Octavius 8).
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The “persecuted “are those who seek God’s will in spite of what others want, who
love God so much they are faithful to God when oppressed, and who follow Jesus
so unreservedly they suffer for him.” (34) The supreme cause of persecution at
present was the head-on clash between Christianity and Caesar worship. Caesar
worship means the worship of the Roman Emperor as a god.
Caesar worship had a long history and a long development. Roman rule was
universal. The result was, as W.M. Ramsay says, that Caesar worship became “the
keystone” of imperial policy. It was deliberately universalized organized in every
province in the Empire. Everywhere temples to the godhead of the Emperor were
erected.
Caesar worship was made compulsory for every race and nation within the Empire
with the single exception of the Jews. On a certain day in the year every Roman
citizen had to come to the Temple of Caesar and had to burn a pinch of incense
there, and say: “Caesar is Lord.” When he had done that, he was given a certificate
that he had done so, and that certificate he had to get.
It was here that Christianity and Caesar worship met in head-on collision. It was
not that persecution was constant and consistent. But like a sword of Damocles
persecution was always poised above them. It took only a malicious informer, a
popular demand, a governor determined to carry out the letter of the law, and the
storm would burst. The Christian as a Christian was legally an outlaw. “Public
hatred,” says Tertullian, “asks but one thing, and that not investigating into the
crimes charged, but simply the confession of the Christian name” (Apology 2).
Persecution was inevitable.

Persecution that brings joy
Jesus is very likely he’s talking about what’s going on right in front of him.
Persecution has begun to happen to the believing community, and he’s telling them
to “rejoice and be glad”! Persecution for the cause of justice is inevitable. Instead
of seeking to blame someone for their well-earned scars, he is telling them two
clear things: You can be blessed – now! Try living that in a country of lawyers and
litigation.
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One cannot help but wonder if an action that was motivated by conscience or the
gospel could ever be vindicated by whining, blaming, or suing. Perhaps all our
lawsuits are, in fact, recognition that the self we are defending is very fragile, insecure and afraid. The self that Jesus proclaims is so grounded that it can consider
persecution an asset.
Joy amidst trial has been the experience of the church. When Peter and the other
apostles were flogged before the Sanhedrin soon after Pentecost, “the apostles left
the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering
disgrace for the Name” (Acts 5:41).
In our own time a Romanian pastor describes how he was imprisoned and tortured
mercilessly and yet experienced joy. Locked in solitary confinement, he had been
summoned by his captors, who cut chunks of flesh from his body, and was then
returned to his cell, where he was starved. Yet in the midst of this sadism, there
were times when the joy of Christ so overcame him that he would pull himself up
and shuffle about the cell in holy dance. So remarkable was his joy that on his
release from prison and his return to his home, he chose to fast the first day in
memorial to the joy he had known in prison.
When we hear stories like this, we naturally ask how it is possible. Notice they did
enjoy persecution; that would be to suggest a perversion. Persecution of itself is
neither blessed nor joyous. However, there is a kind of persecution that has God’s
blessing and results in joy.
The Beatitude does not say, “Blessed are the persecuted, period!” Some delude
themselves into thinking that any time they experience conflict they are bearing the
reproach of Christ. Joseph Bayly’s satire The Gospel Blimp humorously portrays
this fallacy. Some believers in a small town, eager to share their faith, hit on the
idea of a gospel blimp. The blimp was piloted back and forth across town,
dragging Scripture banners and dropping tracts, called “gospel bomb,” into
backyards. At first the town’s people put up with the intrusion, but their tolerance
changed to hostility when the blimp’s owners installed a loudspeaker and began
assaulting the people with gospel broadcasts. The locals had enough, and the local
newspaper ran an editorial:
For some weeks now our metropolis has been treated to the spectacle
of a blimp with an advertising sign attached at the rear. This sign does
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not plug cigarettes or a bottled beverage, but the religious belief of a
particular group in our midst. The people of our city are notably
broad-minded, and they have good-naturally submitted to this attempt
to proselyte. But last night a new refinement (some would say
debasement) was introduced. We refer, of course, to the airborne
sound truck, the invader of our privacy, that raucous destroyer of
communal peace. (35)
That night the gospel blimp was sabotaged, and of course the Christians saw it as
“persecution.”
Sadly, Christians are very often persecuted not for their Christianity, but for their
lack of it. Sometimes we are rejected simply because we have unpleasing
personalities. We are rude, insensitive, thoughtless – or piously obnoxious. Some
are rejected because they are discerned as proud and judgmental. Others are
disliked because they are lazy and irresponsible. Incompetence mixed with piety is
sure to bring rejection.
We must read Christ’s words in their entirety. “Blessed are those who are
persecuted because of righteousness.” In context, this is the righteousness
(righteous living) taught in the preceding Beatitudes. The world cannot tolerate
such a life. Why?
R. Kent Hughes suggests:
“First, poverty of spirit runs counter to the pride of the unbelieving heart.
Those whom the world admires are the self-sufficient who need nothing
else, not the poor in spirit.
Second, the mourning, repentant heart that sorrows over its own sin and the
sins of society is not appreciated by the world.
Third, the gentle and meek person, the one who has the strength not to take
up a personal offense, is regarded as weak by those who do not know Christ.
Conventional wisdom has it that “meekness is weakness.”
Fourth, hungering and thirsting for the spiritual – for Christ – is foreign and
repugnant to a world that lusts after only what it can touch and taste.
Fifth, the truly merciful person who not only feels compassion and
forgiveness but who gives it is out of step with the grudge-bearing
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callousness of our age. This person is an awkward, embarrassing rebuke to
the uncaring.
Sixth, the pure, single-minded heart focused on God provides a convicting
contrast to impure, self-focused culture.
Seventh, the peacemaker is discomforting because he will not settle for a
cheap or counterfeit peace and has an embarrassing inclination to wage
peace.” (36)
The foundational reason such a person will be persecuted is that he or she is like
Christ. Notice when he completes verse 11 with “because of me” instead of
“because of righteousness.” used in verse 10. Jesus testimony in John 15:18-20 is:
“If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged
to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the
world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates
you. Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his
master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed
my teaching, they will obey you also.”
Paul’s advice to Timothy is: “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in
Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:12). Paul warned the Thessalonians,
“You know quite well that we were destined for them [trials]. In fact, when we
were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted. And it turned out
that way, as you well know” (1 Thessalonians 3:3, 4). Paul also told the Christians
in Antioch, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God”
(Acts 14:22).
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote his classic book on the Sermon on the Mount, The Cost
of Discipleship, just as Hitler was coming to power as dictator of Germany. Most
Germans were actually sucked into supporting Hitler’s injustice. But Bonhoeffer,
in full commitment to following the way of Jesus gave clarity and courage to speak
out and lead other Christians to opposing Hitler’s injustice and violence against the
Jewish people. He wrote:
“Suffering, then, is the badge of true discipleship. The disciple is not
above his master … That is why Luther reckoned suffering among the
marks of the true church, and one of the memoranda drawn up in
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preparation for the Augsburg Confession similarly defines the church
as the community of those “who are persecuted and martyred for the
Gospel’s sake” … Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering
Christ, and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be
called upon to suffer. In fact, it is a joy and a token of His grace.” (37)
A few years later when, when Bonhoeffer wrote his Ethics, struggling to define
Christian responsibility in the midst of an unimaginably evil and dangerous
dictatorship, this Beatitude (“Joyful are those who suffer because of delivering
justice, for theirs is the reign of God”) was the one passage from the Sermon on the
Mount that he decisively emphasized as giving the guidance we need. He pointed
out Jesus commended those who suffer because of their work for justice, not only
those who do it in Jesus’ name. God cares deeply and compassionately for justice
for his creation, for all people, including Jews in German society; God blesses
those who suffer in their work for justice. His teaching enabled him to stand,
speak, and lead when others ducked, were silent, and were duped by the unjust
ideology of powerful authoritarianism. (38)
During a stressful time in Charles Spurgeon’s life when he was depressed by
criticism, his wife took a sheet of paper, printed the eight Beatitudes on it in large,
old English style script, and tacked it to the ceiling over his bed. She wanted the
reality to saturate his mind morning and evening: Everyone who lives generously
will be persecuted. There are no exceptions!

Persecution and Us
Here it is: since the first seven Beatitudes describe the character of the true believer
we must conclude that ostracism, persecution, and rejection are just as much signs
of the believer as being poor in spirit or merciful. Persecution can go to physical
extremes as the church’s bloody history records. It can be experienced in verbal
harassment, sometimes whispered or audible, sometime direct, sometimes
innuendo. You probably know examples. They include the conscientious worker
who has given twenty years of faithful service but has been repeatedly passed over
because the brass are uncomfortable with his uncompromising ethics; or the
friendly student who is systematically excluded from conversation because he does
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not rubber stamp all that is said; or the housewife who is considered dull by her
neighbors because she does not delight in their gossip.
These are bad things. But the tragedy is not they happen to believers, but that very
often, they do not. One reason for this is that many Christians are cut off from the
world. They live protected lives, surrounded only by Christian folks they are sealed
from persecution. Others keep their Christianity secret so as not to make waves
with non-Christianity at all.
But, unfortunately the greatest reason there is so little persecution is that the church
has become like the world. If you want to get along its easy – approve the world’s
morals and ethics – at last outwardly. If you live like the world: laugh at its humor,
immerse yourself in its entertainment, smile when God is mocked. Act as if all
religions converge on the same road. Of course, don’t mention hell or draw moral
judgments. Moreover, take no stand on moral/political issues. Above all, do not
share your faith. Luke’s Gospel presents the same message in exactly the opposite
form: “Alas for you when the world speaks well of you! This was the way their
ancestors treated the false prophets” (Luke 6:26). Too much praise is probably an
indication that it is not the full gospel. In either case, Jesus himself clearly knew
his teaching would turn conventional values on their head. It was a radical
message!
One hundred years after Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount, a man
approached the great church father Tertullian with a problem – his business
interests and Christianity conflicted. He ended by asking, “What can I do? I must
live!” Tertullian replied, “Must you?” When it came to a choice between loyalty to
Christ and living, Tertullian held the real Christian chooses Christ.

Summary
Jesus says to us in effect, “Now that I’m here, God’s new world is coming to birth;
and once you realize that, you’ll see that these are habits of heart which anticipate
that new world here and now.” (36) These Beatitudes are not things you have to do to
earn a reward or payment, nor are they arbitrary rules. They are instead the signs of
radical living, the language of life, of new creation, the live of the new covenant
which Jesus came to bring.
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Jesus’ standard and our standard are often at odds. The problem is: by what
standard do we measure spirituality? By what we see or by the inner qualities Jesus
seems to be teaching? Jesus measures it by whether a person loves God, loves self,
and loves others. He sees this in people who are the humble poor, who work for
righteousness and justice, and who create reconciliation.
The Beatitudes of Jesus are nothing short of a revolution of evaluation. We see in
those whom Jesus blesses those who truly are the Jesus people of this world, and
what he calls to our attention about them are not the sort of elements that often go
into our evaluation methods.
In the Beatitudes the good life, the life that leads to blessing and to flourishing, is
the life lived by looking constantly to God for both approval and sustenance, and a
life lived before God as the judge and vindicator of God’s true people. The
Beatitudes provide a divine perspective on the true people of God, and Jesus is the
Lord Messiah who declares who these people are.
When I become the blessing of God, I respond to every event in my life according
to a set of values that differs radically from the world around me.
I refuse to allow the opinions of others to erode my joy, because has given himself
to me and he is the source of my delight.
I refuse to seek revenge, because my Father has given himself to me and he is the
judge of the universe.
I refuse to keep track of others’ faults, because my Father has refused to keep track
of mine.
If I become this sort of person, the bad news is that I can end up hurt. The good
news is that I no longer care where I end up because I have found my joy and value
not in myself or in my circumstances but in my God.
It isn’t easy to live a life of blessedness. Frankly, when I become God’s blessing, I
am forced to recognize the full breath of my own selfishness. How often have I
refused to say to someone who has wronged me, “If I have offended you, please
forgive me?” How often have I longed to weep while praying with a friend who
was hurting – but fought the tears until my temples throbbed rather than the
appearance of being weak? How often have I sat piously in my seat during a time
of worship while my mind flitted from one self-centered fantasy to another?
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To refuse to hold a grudge against the other person was a favor; to ask for
forgiveness would have been a blessing.
To pray with my friend was a favor; to weep with him or her would have been a
blessing.
To gather with God’s people was a favor; to submit my entire being to God would
have been a blessing.
Becoming a blessing means self-sacrifice; Yeshua is our example.

142

143

CHAPTER 6
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:13-14

SALT AND LIGHT

Yeshua’s Torah embodies divine reversal by declaring the poor, the mournful, the
weak, and hungry to be the ones who are really blessed. And it implies a critique of
the system that declares the rich, proud, and powerful to be really blessed. Yeshua
goes on to teach that the blessedness of which he speaks isn’t just an inward thing
but must be visible and self-evident.
“You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has lost its taste how can its saltiness
be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled
underfoot. You are the light of the world. A city built cannot be hid. No one after
lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives
light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that
they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.” (1)
Yeshua uses two metaphors here – salt and light – to describe his followers who
impact as salt impacts meats and light impacts darkness. This passage encourages
us to reimagine our role in the world as God’s agent of redemption. The Lord was
saying his disciples would perform a vast universal task that would affect all
humankind. Both speak of something tangible, concrete, and highly valued in
Yeshua’s world. Jesus assumes they will be salt and light because they are the
followers of 4:18-22, the blessed of 5:3-12, and the obedient ones of 5:17-48 and
beyond. Understand they are not salt or light automatically but only to the degree
that they “are” followers of Jesus. (2) By Jesus singling out his own followers he
chooses against the standard Jewish options: they, not the temple, not Jerusalem,
not the Torah, nor the Pharisees are the salt and light. His words no doubt
appeared to some as presumptuous and even absurd. “You, you alone, are the salt
of the earth – not just of Palestine, but of the whole earth.”
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Salt of the Earth
Today salt is cheap, common. But it was not always so. Homer called it “divine,”
and Plato the “substance dear to the gods.” It was a valuable commodity, underlying the word salary, which originally referred to the pay a Roman soldier was
“given to buy salt,” because salt was so essential to his livelihood.
Notice Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth.” The mood of the verb is
indicative (a statement of fact), not imperative (a command to be something).
McKnight (3) suggests that it is unlikely that “earth” means “world” but instead
translates Jesus’ use of the word “Land” (eres). Jesus is referring in “you are the
salt of the earth” not to the world but to the land of Israel. In the second metaphor
“light of the world” a Gentile mission is anticipated. So one metaphor speaks of the
role of Jesus’ people to Israel and the other to the Gentile world.
Jesus is not urging his disciples to become something they are not; he is telling
them what they are as kingdom people. Jesus says to his disciples that they are the
salt of the earth because if they live the way Jesus calls them to live they will have
a powerful and positive effect on the world. Salt was necessary not only to flavor
food, but also and even more important, to preserve it in a world without refrigeration. Salt, which was obtained from the shores of the Dead Sea, was added to
sacrifices and thus was covenant salt: “You shall not omit from your grain offerings
the salt of the covenant with your God; with all your offerings you shall offer salt”
(Leviticus 2:13); salt purified things (Exodus 30:35). At the Sabbat meal, many
Jewish people sprinkle salt on the challah (a ceremonial loaf of bread) as a
reminder of covenant after reciting the blessing; salt flavored things (Job 6:6); and
seasoning is found in the parallel at both Mark 9:50 and Luke 14:34; and it was a
preservative. Refrigeration was beyond man’s wildest dreams. The only way to
preserve was to salt it down or soak it in a saline solution. Salt was a necessity of
life. Furthermore, possibly carrying on a theme in the Beatitudes, salt was
connected with peace and friendship (Mark 9:50; Colossians 4:6).
Many years ago when I was privileged to help in establishing a new congregation
in London, England, I read the story that there once lived in London a boy called
Frank Smith, one of a family of seven. His father was a green-grocer who often
went to Covent Garden Market to buy his vegetables and took Frank along. As
Frank finished school he began to think of what he would do in the world. He
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remembered his trips to the Market. And he remembered his mother making
dishes of potato chips for her family. They were delicious. He thought to himself,
“That would be a nice thing to be – I will be a potato-chip-man.” Thus he started
out: he washed, peeled, sliced and cooked potato slices which he placed in neat
little paper bags and sold at a penny each. Frank found a great many customers but
he needed to sell thousands because of the production costs and the low selling
price. He decided to call them “Smith’s Crisps.” Everybody in England knows
them now and I’ll tell you why. Wondering how to sell more bags he got an idea.
He got a lot of little pieces of blue paper and into each put a small amount of salt,
tied them up with a twist and put one in each bag of chips. People bought them,
shook the little packets of salt over their crisps and found them terrific. Soon he
bought his own farming land to grow his own potatoes and began to sell millions
and millions of Smith’s Crisps. The salt made the difference!
Scholars, preachers, and students have been vexed in discerning in what manner
the followers of Jesus are salty. What did Jesus mean when he said, “You are the
salt of the earth?”- He is saying that the salt makes the difference! Fundamental to
understanding his meaning is the fact we have noted that in the ancient world the
number one function of salt was its use as a preservative. In view of this, the
underlying implication is that the world tends toward decomposition and is actually
rotting away. When the world is left to itself, it festers and putrefies, for the germs
of evil are everywhere present and active. This is the consistent teaching of
Scripture and Biblical history. The world began as a perfect creation, but once sin
came, decay sat in, and as a result the world became rotten, so that God eventually
removed nearly the entire population of the world by the Flood. Given another
chance, man fell into immediate debauchery, leading after a time to Sodom and
Gomorrah. We live in a world that constantly tends toward decay.
We are to prevent decay by being who we are. The ancients said: “What the soul is
to the body the Christian is to the world.” The world becomes a better place in the
presence of Christ-like character.
“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people,
in order that you may proclaim the mighty act of him who called you out of
darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9)
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We act as a retardant to decay and a preservative in a disintegrating world. This
matter of being a preservative has a positive and a negative side. On the negative
side, the presence of a salty Christian will retard decay simply because his or her
life is a reproach to the sin of those they are around. Such Christians exert an
incalculable influence on society! Their mere presence reduces crime, restrains
ethical corruption, promotes honesty, quickens the conscience, and elevates the
general moral atmosphere. Believers, salty Believers, are the world’s preservative.
There is also a positive aspect. Not only are our lives meant to reprove evil, but
they are meant to elicit the best from those around us. My good friend, preacher
and once national radio-speaker Wayne Poucher used to say: “Live in such a way
that you would not care to sell the family parrot to the town gossip.” To live a life
that is so salted that others are drawn to God and want to live lives like ours is
indeed beautiful! Unfortunately, not everyone who claims to be a Christian has this
effect. Henrik Ibsen, in one of his plays says:
“Have you looked at these Christians closely? Hollow-eyed, palecheeked, flat-breasted all; they brood their lives away, unspurred by
ambition: the sun shines for them, but they do not see it: the earth
offers them its fullness, but they desire it not; all their desire is to
renounce and to suffer that they may come to die.” (4)
Algernon Charles Swinbourne gave his estimation of Christianity when he wrote,
in his poem “Hymn to Prosperine”:
Thou hast conquered,
O pale Galilean.
Oliver Wendell Holmes put it this way: “I might have entered the ministry if
certain clergyman I knew had not acted and looked so much like undertakers.”
Some Christians behave as if they were baptized in lemon juice!
Jesus crafted his metaphor of salt to express the negative possibilities. Salt, if not
treated properly or put to good use, will “lose its saltiness” and become good for
nothing! Moffatt translates this verse, “If salt becomes insipid, what can make it
salt again?” To be insipid is to be “without tang,” and although tang is hard to
define it suggests real pictures: the smell of blue smoke rising from burning wood
on a chilly morning, the taste of a russet apple and what Browning calls “The cool
silver shock of a plunge in the pool’s living water.” All of these things have “tang.”
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On man said of another, “He’s as insipid as” – and searching for an appropriate
simile, said, “He’s as insipid as the white of an egg!” How exciting is that! If we
lose our tang and become insipid what good are as to Christ’s purpose? The church
in the beginning was so different it was accused of turning the world upside down.
It became insipid so that today we must have a shrill reveille of alarm to avoid
echoing an Amen to the world.
Jesus comment about the uselessness of tasteless (unsalty) salt means that if
Christians compromise with the world, if they lose their distinctive character, they
lose their beneficial effect on the world. They cease to be that transforming
influence that Jesus intends them to be.
Jesus tells us we are the salt of the earth – not mere moral minus signs or harmless
nonentities - but Christians who have tang; penetrating, peculiar flavor in action,
viewpoint and spirit. Salt is positive – it gives taste to whatever it touches – it is
both a luxury and a necessity. How dull and stale the world without Christ. Jesus
puts taste into life.

Light of the World
The second metaphor comes with a short paragraph that explores three different
images that illustrate light impacting darkness: a city on a hill (whose lights are
visible in the dark), a small terra-cotta oil lamp (which gives light in a dark room),
and then light as a metaphor for good works. Lights are designed to shine, they are
not to be hidden. Yeshua expects his followers to shine as God’s lights in a dark
world.
Light was also precious in a world without electricity or even kerosene lamps. Like
salt, light had value because it stood out within its context; it dispelled darkness,
just as salt dispelled decay and brought out true flavor. The town built on a hill
stood out in terrain that was often inhospitable. A weary traveler, still on the road
as night approached, would look for such a town and feel his heart leap when its
lights came into view.
In the Scriptures and the ancient world light is connected to knowledge, truth,
revelation, and love. It was common in the Jewish world to use the word “light” for
people who passed on the light of God to others. An example is Daniel 12:3:
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“Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens and those who
lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever.” Again we come to
Isaiah where the image of “light” impacting darkness was connected to Israel
telling of their God to the “nations” (i.e., gentiles, world).
Listen to me my people,
Hear me, my nation:
Instruction will go out from me;
my justice will become a light to the nations (Isaiah 51:4).
Nations will come to your light,
and kings to the brightness of your dawn (60:3).
When we read the Sermon on the Mount in light of the Bible’s Story the texts
suggest that “light of the world” is not a generic metaphor for moral influence in
our local context, but actually anticipates light-bearing the Gentile mission. (5) With
the general context of Israel’s light-bearing witness from Isaiah in our mind, we
come to Matthew’s text to think again what Jesus means by “you are the light of
the world.” Matthew taps into this great theme from Isaiah with these words from
Isaiah 9:1-2 when he cites at 4:14-16:
“Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in
distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of
Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the nations
[Gentiles], the Way of the Sea, beyond the Jordan –
The people walking in darkness
have seen a great light,
on those living in the land of deep darkness
a light has dawned.”
We suggest, then, that with “light of the world” in Matthew 5:14 Jesus is pointing
to the Gentle mission when the gospel is taken beyond the land of Israel to the
whole world.
Rather than the nation being absorbed with God’s Torah and shining the light,
some Jews were quite devout while many others were far from devout. Apart from
the essentials of Judaism (the oneness of God, refraining from idolatry, the truth of

149

the Torah, etc.), Israel’s belief system was a patchwork. The Dead Sea Scroll
people, the Essenes, considered Temple worship so defiled that they criticized it
sharply; some suggest that the Essenes did not participate in it, while some suggest
otherwise. (6) The Sadducees – the theological liberals of the day – generally did not
believe in the entire Tanakh (i.e., Old Testament) but only accepted the Torah;
most denied the afterlife, angels and demons. The Sadducees were the rich,
powerful, and corrupt families who controlled the high-priesthood. The Pharisees
were made up of some very devout individuals, but some of the most politically
influential Pharisees were corrupt and Pharisees in name only. (7)
Yeshua emphasized the theme of spiritual light during his earthly ministry. He is
concerned with the inevitable impact of light in darkness. As a town full of lights
cannot be hidden (and it is possible he means Jerusalem but in Galilee one could
see, for example, lights in Tiberius from Capernaum) (8) and as people don’t light a
candle and then put it under a bowl so that its light is snuffed out or at least
diminished beyond value, so the disciples are to see the inevitability of their impact
on the Gentile world. Jesus expects his followers to shine as God shines in a dark
world.
He recognized our need for light and revealed that those who follow him will never
be in darkness. Correlated texts consist of Deuteronomy 4:5-8 and Matthew 5:1416. Let’s begin with the Deuteronomy text:
“See I have taught you decrees and laws as the Lord my God commanded
me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take
possession of it. Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and
understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say,
‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people. What other
nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord our God
is near us whenever we pray to him? And what other nation is so great to
have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting
before you this day?’”
If the Jewish nation reverently observed the decrees of the Torah, other nations
(Gentiles) would marvel and recognize Yahweh as both the giver of Torah and the
one who is in unique relationship with Israel. The pagans would be impressed with
Yahweh.
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Both Israel and the church share the same purpose: to glorify God. Although we
may glorify our Lord in a number of ways, one significant way is to impress the
heathen with Yahweh’s glory by reflecting his light. Thus even the unbeliever
finds himself ascribing majesty to the Creator!
Do not confuse this with the conversion of the heathen. Other texts assert that God
is glorified when sinners repent, but God is glorified in a different way when
unconverted sinners praise Him. Psalm 55:3 speaks of God’s “enemies” (NASB)
of “feigning obedience” (ASV) before him during the kingdom age. They are still
God’s enemies, but their obedience brings the Lord glory.
King Nebuchadnezzar is a prime example, remember? In Daniel 4, God warned
that he would humble Nebuchadnezzar if he did not humble himself. Nebuchadnezzar ignored that warning and was disciplined by God. For seven years he
thought he was an animal and grazed among the livestock. When his sanity
returned, Nebuchadnezzar was impressed with Yahweh’s ability to humble the
proud. He worshipped and acknowledged the most high God (Daniel 4:34); he sent
out a circular letter exalting God throughout his kingdom; yet he still continued in
his pagan worship.

Yeshua’s Distillation
Let’s peruse Matthew 5:14-16 and then correlate the two passages:
“You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do
people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it
gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before
men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”
In Matthew, Yeshua illustrates the points made in Deuteronomy in Midrashic
style: he uses stories, imagery, or parables. In this case, we can detect a difference
between the Deuteronomy and the Matthew passage. In Deuteronomy, the focus is
the collective nation. In Matthew, the focus is the individual – the godly from
among the people particularly Jesus’ disciples.
The individual believer is like a bright light that should be set on a hill for all to
see. He then summarizes how to do this: our good deeds will so impress “men”
(meaning “men outside the group”) they would glorify the Father in heaven. Note
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the text does not promise such “men” would necessarily join the ranks of Christ’s
disciples. Paul might be presenting a similar Midrash of his own in 1 Corinthians
14:23-25:
“So if the whole church comes together and everyone speaks in tongues, and
some who do not understand or some unbelievers come in will they not say
that you are out of your mind? But if an unbeliever or someone who does not
understand comes in while everybody is prophesying, he will be convinced
by all that he is a sinner and will be judged by all, and the secrets of his
heart will be laid bare. So he will fall down and worship God, exclaiming,
“God is really among us!”
Here believers are likewise trying to impress an unbeliever, whether or not this
guest will become a convert is not stated. If he remains unconverted, he might be
an “impressed” unbeliever, like Nebuchadnezzar. Evangelism and discipleship are
a crucial element in the church’s attempt to glorify God, but not the only elements.
Yeshua adapts the Deuteronomy passage to address the present realities and needs
of the times. Because Jesus’ church is made up of individual believers, the call to
good works must be directed toward the individual. Contrast this with Deuteronomy, in which God is covenanting with the entire Israelite nation. Yeshua is
drawing those who have a heightened spiritual appetite, a spiritual appetite he
defines in the beatitudes.
The metaphor gives way to direct communication in 5:16 light means good works,
or as the CEB has it: “the good things you do.” Jesus exhorts his disciples to be
people of good works in a manner that attention and glory go to God the Father.
Peter will later utter something similar about the impact of good works:
“Dear friends, I urge you, as foreigners and exiles, to abstain from sinful
desires, which wage war against your soul. Live such good lives among the
pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good
deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us” (1 Peter 2:11-12).
Remember how Jesus identified himself as “the light of the world?” It happened on
the day following the spectacular nighttime ceremony known as the Illumination of
the Temple which took place in the temple treasury before four massive golden
candelabra that were topped with huge torches. It is said the candelabra were as tall
as the highest walls of the temple, and at the top of these candelabra were mounted
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great bowls that held sixty-five liters of oil. There priests would carry oil up to the
great bowls and light the protruding wicks. Eyewitnesses said that the huge flames
that leapt from these torches illuminated not only the temple but all of Jerusalem.
After the torches were roaring high above the people, the Mishna tells us:
“Men of piety and good works used to dance before them with burning
torches in their hands singing songs and praises and countless Levites played
on harps, lyres, cymbals, and trumpets and instruments of music.” (9)
The exotic rite celebrated the great pillar of fire (the glorious cloud of God’s
presence) that led the people of Israel during their sojourn in the wilderness and
spread its fiery billows over the tabernacle.
It was in the temple treasury the following morning, with the charred torches still
in place that Jesus lifted his voice above the crowd and proclaimed:
“When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, ‘I am the Light of the
world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the
Light of life” (John 8:12).
There could scarcely be a more emphatic way to announce one of the supreme
truths of his existence. Christ was saying in effect, “The pillar of fire that came
between you and the Egyptians, the cloud that guided you by day in the wilderness
and illuminated the night and enveloped the tabernacle, the glorious cloud that
filled Solomon’s temple – that was me!” Jesus is the light of the world! He is
everything suggested by the storied cloud of glory. Moreover, he is everything
suggested by the glowing metaphor of light – and much more.
This great fact is foundational to Matthew 5:14-16 where our Lord applies the
metaphor to us.
Our light is reflected or derived light. It does not originate from us. Yet the
Scriptures teach that our light is more than reflected, that we in fact become light
ourselves. Ephesians 5:8 says, “For you were once darkness, but now you are light
in the Lord. Live as children of light.” Somehow our incorporation in Christ allows
us to some extent to be light, however imperfect. Our light is still derived from him
– not a ray comes from ourselves – but it is more than reflected. We “participate in
the divine nature,” as Peter says (2 Peter 4:1). This is a mystery.
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One of the main ways followers of Yeshua can shine as lights in the world is to
love one another and to refrain from complaining and arguing.
“Do everything without complaining or arguing that you may be blameless
and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and
twisted generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world …”
(Philippians 2: 14-15).
“Now the people complained about their hardships in the hearing of the
Lord, and when He heard them his anger was aroused. Then fire from the
Lord burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp”
(Numbers 11:1).
Habitual complaining is a serious sin that indicates lack of trust in God and a heart
bereft of gratitude. Complaining brought down God’s wrath upon the children of
Israel and caused them to wander aimlessly in the wilderness until they died. How
tragic!
Despite their dramatic encounter with God and witnessing firsthand his mighty
deliverance – saving them from a life of slavery and bondage in Egypt – they still
failed to take hold of their destiny.
Salt and light have important qualities as we engage with a culture that alternates
between private expressions of spirituality with little relevance to the public arena,
and a bumper-sticker faith that displays its convictions like so many marketing
slogans. Yeshua has something else in mind. If we have the real thing, he says, it
will be obvious, undeniable, and of evident value to those around regardless of
their religious perspective. The happiness of which Yeshua speaks is not just an
inward, personal feeling, nor an outward affiliation that we can pin to our lapel.
Rather, people will see our faith in the form of good works. Yeshua’s disciple
Peter (Shimon) says the same thing: “Conduct yourselves honorably among the
Gentiles, so that though they malign you as evildoers, they may see your honorable
deeds and glorify God when he comes to judge” (1 Peter 2:12). On the other hand,
if we do not live good lives – if we are like unsalty salt or darkened light – our
faith might be in doubt altogether.
I’m afraid some of us have gotten the idea that rather than living holy before the
world we should live like the world so as to not appear self-righteous or not to
scare off potential recruits by making them think they’re going to have to change.
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Well, guess what? Christ calls us to radical change – in fact he calls us to come
and die – and we cannot strip that out of the gospel and pretend that we still have
the gospel.
We are back in Jewish space with its emphasis on deed over creed and practical
expressions of the faith over abstract pronouncements. We are also in contemporary space. Today’s “digital generation” has access to more information online
that it can ever process. If the good news of Messiah is presented as just more
information, it will have difficulty even gaining a hearing. Yeshua, however, calls
his followers to display the good news through their deeds. Indeed, his metaphors
point to experience – taste and light – over theory. As the digital generation
unfolds, “People will want, more and more, to see how life works in real time as
opposed to the abbreviated seminar [or sermon or tract] version.” (9) In particular,
people will want to get beyond the surrounding consumerism of our age to
experience undeniable saltiness and light.
Bernard of Clairvoux placed a sign above the doorway of his small room in the
monastery so he would see it whenever he entered. The sign read: “Bernard, why
are you here?” As we wrestle with life we must ask that question.

Summary
Let’s not deceive ourselves: The life of blessing (of being salt and light) is
embarrassing, offensive, and risky. If we call ourselves followers of the Messiah it
is also absolutely necessary. Brennan Manning puts it this way:
“The love of our God isn’t dignified at all, and apparently that’s the way He
expects our love to be. Not only does He require that we accept His
inexplicable, embarrassing kind of love, but once we’ve accepted it, He
expects us to behave the same way with others. I suppose I could live, if I
had to, with a God whose love for us is embarrassing, but the thought that
I’ve got to act that way with other people – that’s a bit too much to
swallow.” (10)
Yeshua once commented, “How blessed is anyone not offended by me” – literally,
“How blessed is the one who is not scandalized by me” (Luke 7:23). Allow me to
paraphrase his intent: “Blessed are the ones who are not embarrassed by my
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undignified, uncomfortable, untamed love. They are the ones who truly love me.
They are the ones who will carry my love beyond human borders to people who
are glutted with favors, yet starved for blessings. They are the ones who understand
what it means to pray, ‘Blessed be Adonai our God, king of the universe.’”
From the world’s perspective, that’s the love of a band of losers. From God’s
perspective, it’s the only love worth giving one’s life to attain.
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CHAPTER 7
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:17-20

JESUS ON RIGHTEOUSNESS

The structure of the Sermon on the Mount is remarkably beautiful. It begins in
Matthew 5:12 with the Beatitudes, which give us a penetrating description of the
inner character or righteousness of those who are members of the kingdom of
heaven. Next in verses 13-16 the Lord gives two brilliant metaphors – salt and light
– indelibly impressing upon us the effects of such inner righteousness upon
humanity. Then in verses 17-20 Jesus gives a summary description of the radical
righteousness of the kingdom, also introducing six great examples of how this
righteousness is in continuity with Old Testament Law. Each example is introduced with a variation of Christ’s formula, “You have heard that it was said … but
I tell you” (see vv. 21, 11, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43).
There are two ways of reading the Bible so that we can live before God properly.
One way reads the Bible from front to end as the gospel Story, and the other reads
the Bible from Genesis to Malachi with no preconceived Christian beliefs, no
gospel orientation, and in an historical manner. The moral life that follows each
reading will vary. The question for the second one is simple: What did this passage
mean in its day? The question for the first one is different and looks like this: What
does this passage say in light of the Story of the Bible and how do I live faithfully?
If Jesus is the goal of that Story from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22, then reading the
“Old Testament” without reference to Jesus will be a misreading. But this means
learning to read the way Jews, Jesus, and the apostles did.
This passage is “the most significant passage in the entire Bible on how to read the
Bible, with a nod to Luke 24:13-27; Galatians 3:19:25; Romans 9-11; and the book
of Hebrews, because Jesus tells us how to read the Bible.” (1) McKnight says that
the entire Old Testament or Jesus’ shorthand summary, the Law and the Prophets,
“aim at and are completed in/fulfilled in Jesus as Messiah.” He also agrees that
the passage in 5:17-20 is the thematic statement for what follows in
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Matthew 5:21-48 where we are treated to the five cases of how to read the Bible:
about murder, adultery, oaths, retaliation, and love for enemies. Bible reading is at
the heart of Jesus’ mission, and this passage reveals what makes that heart beat.
In verses 17-20 we see Jesus’ personal statement of the radical righteousness of the
Sermon on the Mount as it relates to the Old Testament Law. Verses 17, 18 tell us
of the radical righteousness of Christ and the Law, verses 19, 20 of the righteousness of Christians and the new Law. We will consider the radicalness of our call –
a call to strive for radical righteousness in a dark and decaying world.

Jesus Fulfills the Torah and Prophets (verses 17, 18)
After presenting the Beatitudes and the two metaphors, Jesus evidently senses that
some of his listeners thought he was advocating an overthrow of the Torah (cf.
9:13; 10:34). At the heart of their worry was probably Jesus’ willingness to see the
entire Torah (and the Prophets) as expressions of the Jesus Creed. (2) The Jesus
Creed threatens the legalist and the minimalist, but it expands the Torah to its
divine expectations for the one who genuinely loves God and loves others. There
was more. He had the audacity to think he was the Messiah and taught a Messianic
Ethic, reorienting the whole Torah and Prophets. So he gave his unforgettable
disclaimer, which set down for all time his relationship to the Law.
“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. I tell you the truth, until heaven
and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will
by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished”
(vv. 17, 18).
It seems clear enough from Jesus’ opening words that he came to fulfill the Law,
not to annul it. However, some have actually taught that Christ came to destroy the
Law. For example, the second-century heretic Marcion rewrote the New Testament
by eliminating its Old Testament references and simply removed the passage. And
some of his disciples even went further by exchanging the verbs in the sentence so
it would read, “I have come not to fulfill the Law and the Prophets, but to abolish
them!” Two centuries later Dr. Faustus, a leader of the Manichees who also repudiated the Old Testament and its God, attacked Augustine. Augustine’s Reply to
Faustus became the classic answer to such thinking. (3)
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This understanding remained standard among the church fathers and through the
dark ages. The Reformation leaders said exactly the same thing. Luther repeatedly
returned to his statement that the true interpretation of the Law had been obscured
by the rabbis. Calvin argued the same, saying of Christ’s corrections, “He only
restored it [the Law] to its integrity by maintaining and purifying it when obscured
by the falsehood, and defiled by the leaven of the Pharisees.” (4) Today Carl Henry
agrees, saying, “What He [Christ] criticizes is not the law itself but contemporary
formulations of the law.” (5) Moreover, the fact that Christ brought an end to the
ceremonial laws, such as the sacrifices, and dietary restrictions, does not amount to
abolishing the Law but rather fulfills it. Paul says: “Christ is the end of the law”
(Romans 10:4).
Jesus mission (“I have not come”) is not to “abolish” the Torah or the Prophets.
Notice that his focus is on both – both Moses and Elijah, as the Transfiguration
will also show (17:1-13). Instead of abolishing the law, Jesus says his mission is to
“fulfill.” On this word hangs the meaning of this passage, and the word is used
emphatically in Matthew to refer to the salvation-historical, theological, and moral
story of Israel coming to completion in Jesus.
In reality, Christ established the Law and the Prophets. How did he do this? He
fulfilled their messianic predictions. Both the Prophets and the Torah pointed to
Jesus. Here the terms “the Law” and “the Prophets” are taken to signify the entire
Old Testament. Jesus himself said, “For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied
until John” (Matthew 11:13). Thus the entire Old Testament had a prophetic
function that was fulfilled in Christ. Some of it was clearly predictive – for
example, the predictions of Jesus’ birth (Micah 5:2) and the crucifixion (Psalm 22,
esp. v. 16). Other parts were not so clear, such as his call from Egypt (see Matthew
2:15) and Hosea 11:1). But whether obvious or hidden, Jesus fulfilled all the
messianic predictions of the Old Testament.
The term fulfill relates to Old Testament patterns and predictions coming to
realization. Nothing makes this clearer than reading Matthew 1-2 (also 3:3; 4:1-16;
5:17-48; 8: 16-17 9:13; 10:34-36; 11:10; and 12:16-21). While some have
suggested that Jesus “fulfills” by teaching the true meaning of Torah or by “doing
what it says,” the use of the term “fulfill” in Matthew makes the sense of an
eschatological completion the most accurate meaning. (6) In summary to “fulfill” or
“complete” means history has come to its fulfillment in Jesus himself – that is, in
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his life, death, resurrection, and exaltation and in his teachings. The entire sacrificial system pointed to him. In his experiments Ivan Pavlov would ring a bell
whenever he fed his dogs. Eventually the dogs would salivate whenever they heard
the sound of the bell. They knew the sound of the bell meant food for them. The
sacrifices of the Old Testament prepared the people by instilling in them the
conditioned reflex that sacrifice meant death. And the Old Testament sacrifices
prepared them for the Lord Jesus’ death when he came to die for our sins. Jesus
fulfilled the sacrificial system to which it had pointed.
A third area of fulfillment of the Old Testament Law and Prophets is that Jesus
perfectly kept all its commands. He was “born under the law” (Galatians 4:4) “to
fulfill all righteousness” (Matthew 3:15). He kept the Law perfectly never failing
short in even one point.
A fourth way of fulfillment is that Jesus fulfills the Law in believers by means of
the Holy Spirit. That is the argument of Romans 8:2-4:
“Through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of
sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened
by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful
man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order
that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who did
not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.”
We are able to fulfill the righteousness of the Law by the power of the Holy Spirit.
This is what Ezekiel prophesied:
“I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will
remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh. Then
they will follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws” (11:19-20).
Yet another way that Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament is that he brought the great
doctrines of the Old Testament to fruition by his teaching and person. Bishop Ryle
put it this way:
“The Old Testament is the Gospel in the bud; the New Testament is the
Gospel in full flavor. The Old Testament is the Gospel in the blade; the New
Testament is the Gospel in full ear.” (7)
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The only possible conclusion is that Jesus fulfilled the Law and the Prophets in a
multifaceted, dynamic way and in no way destroyed the Law but rather completely
superseded and fulfilled it. His claim is the most stupendous ever made. We stand
in awe at the matchlessness of Christ! He is the Author of the Law, and he is its
Fulfiller. Nothing compares with the superb and mysterious authority with which
he puts forth the truth.
“I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest
letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the
Law until everything is accomplished” (v. 18).
Jesus claim is that he fulfills – in salvation-historical, theological, and moral
manner – what the Torah and the Prophets anticipated and predicted and
preliminarily taught. With this claim nothing in history would ever be the same.
The Torah had come to its goal. His claim is thoroughly Jewish (Isaiah 2:1-5;
Jeremiah 31:34), but of a particular sort: messianic. (8) It is the first lesson we get in
reading the Bible: Look to Jesus as its central Story.
When Jesus says “fulfill” and “not abolish” he is stating that everything in the
Torah and Prophets is true, and every bit will come to pass just as it is written. (9)
Jesus is not saying we can be done with the Torah nor does it teach a simple return
to Torah.
Verses 19, 20 give us specific advice as to how we should relate to the Old
Testament.
“Anyone who 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 practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the
kingdom of heaven” (v. 19).
Jesus is not pitting his righteousness against the righteousness of the law but as
Randy Harris states: that Jesus was “…countering certain ways of interpreting the
law that were common among the Pharisees and teachers of the law at that time.”
(10) He does not come to tell you to be lawless but to give you a deeper understanding of the law. While this was revolutionary, at the same time it is deeply in
tune with the ancient stories and promises of the Bible. Remarkably he brought it
all into reality in his own person. He was the salt of the earth. He was the light of
the world: set up on a hill-top, crucified for all the world to see, becoming a beacon
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of hope and new life for everybody, drawing all to worship his father, embodying
the way of self-giving love which is the deepest fulfillment of the law and the
prophets. (11)
What needs to be observed here is that Jesus is not a Pharisee or a Qumran
sectarian, nor is he a later rabbi, each of whom was scrupulous in Torah observance. For Jesus the real Torah is permanent as Jesus teaches it, which is the point
of 5:21 – 48 and which illustrates a Messianic Ethic. Still, that Torah and those
Prophets are not done away with but remain in effect (in an even greater way).
The tension of what to do with the Torah is found in the book of Hebrews and also
in Paul (Romans 7:1-6; 10:4; Galatians 3:19-26; 5:1-6). In Acts 10-11, in the
encounter of the Torah-observant Peter with the God-fearing Gentile Cornelius we
see what “fulfill” looks like for the apostles; it means some radical previsioning
without abolishing. Paul in 1 Corinthians also illustrates how the apostles
“applied” this claim by Jesus. Second lesson in Bible reading: looking to Jesus
means following him and through him the Torah. (12)
Jesus makes it clear that following him means following the Torah. Those who
follow him (and his teaching of Torah) will be called “great” in the kingdom.
Anyone who denies his teaching and teaches others not to follow him will be
called “least” in the kingdom. (13) What leads to this view is the end of the sermon
(7:21-23), where we see that only those who do the will of God (as Jesus teaches it)
will enter the kingdom. Third lesson in Bible reading: following Jesus really
means following Jesus, and it matters eternally.

Consequences (5:20)
Some of those listening to Jesus simply assumed he was lowering God’s standard
of morality. Others might have hoped that he was! Then he said something that
must have sounded devastating to them all: “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the
kingdom of heaven.”
If their righteousness - and here he means “Behavior that conforms to the will of
God as taught by Jesus” or, as N.T. Wright captures it, “your covenant behavior”
(KNT) – does not greatly surpass (14) that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the

163

law,” they will never ever enter the kingdom. Emphatic language! Shocking claim!
If you want to pick an example of the pious, you pick the Pharisees, who famously
mastered the Torah and all its interpretations and rulings or, like them, the
“teachers of the law.” Jesus says, “You’ve got to be much, much better!”
Some Christians want to make it easy by thinking this was not that his followers
had to do more, but they were to trust in the righteousness of Christ while the
scribes and Pharisees were trusting in themselves. Or they want to say the
Pharisees were externally righteous only. For this view, “surpasses” is really about
a kind of righteousness and not degree. (15) Yes, there’s a place for such a concern
with externals, and one can find it in some Pharisees and find support in Luke
18:9-14 or Romans 10:3, but it is unlikely that we need to think this way here.
Others contend Jesus has in mind not justification but sanctification. (16)
Yes, righteousness emerges out of communion with Jesus and redemption; it is a
kingdom righteousness, a kingdom that comes with new covenant power to heal
and transform. Yes this is a righteousness under the cross. But it is a righteousness
that is done. The ethic of this verse is more an Ethic from Above, designed
rhetorically to strike the followers with a demand. When we recontextualize it into
sanctification, which is where it might fit in our theology, we run the risk of
destroying its original rhetorical power. Fourth lesson in Bible reading: we are
challenged to be better than non-followers. Followers are marked by a greater
righteousness or more righteousness (this is to found in 5: 21-48).
We read the Bible aright when we learn to read it as the Story of Israel that comes
to completion – fulfillment – the Story of Jesus Christ. This is the essence of what
Paul means by “gospel” in 1 Corinthians 15:1-28, and it is the way the early
apostles evangelized when they were telling the gospel: just read the sermons in
Acts 2; 3:10-11; 13; 14; and 17 to see this. (17) McKnight says Matthew 5:17-20 is
one of the most pristine expressions of the gospel in the New Testament because
this passage says overtly and boldly that the Story of Israel is fulfilled in Jesus
himself. His life, his teachings, his actions – everything about him completes what
was anticipated in the Old Testament. That’s the gospel! (18)
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Ethics
This passage also instructs as how to live the Story. Jesus is explaining how the
Bible really works – it comes to completion in him (5:17-20) – in order to tell his
followers how to live (5:21-45. Perhaps the words of an early anonymous Jesusfollowing commentator on the Sermon on the Mount says it best:
“Christ’s commandment contains the law, but the law does not contain
Christ’s commandment. Therefore whoever fulfills the commandment of
Christ implicitly fulfills the commandment of the law. (19)
The teachings of Jesus are to shape my life and that means my whole life. I return
again to the Jesus Creed: we are to love God and to love others with “heart, soul,
mind, and strength” (cf. Deuteronomy 6:5; Mark 12:30) – and surely this is an
embracive term describing all of our resources and externalities. That is, “and
strength” would include our political behaviors and actions, civil unions,
participation in business, the relations of Christians to wartime activities, and
divorce, which is one of the topics toward Jesus turned his gaze in the next
passage.
What this passage teaches is that followers of Jesus are called both to teach and to
do what Jesus teaches, and through following Jesus they are to do what the Torah
and the Prophets reveal. They are the North Star for the followers of Jesus, not the
US Constitution or the law of the land.
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CHAPTER 8
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:21-26

A RIGHTEOUS PERSON’S
RELATIONSHIPS

For the last 500 years there has been an ongoing debate over how Christ’s teaching
relates to that in the Old Testament. The Reformers believed that there is a perfect
continuity, that Jesus’ teaching did no more than explain what was already in the
Law. In keeping with this view, they argued that Jesus’ seeing corrections of the
Old Testament, introduced by the phrase “You have heard that it was said … but I
tell you,” are actually corrections of the interpretations of the scribes and Pharisees,
not of the Old Testament. His new teaching was simply an amplification of the
deeper meaning of the old teaching.
The Anabaptists, another branch of the Reformation, believed that Jesus’ new
teaching was in radical discontinuity with the Old Testament. They believed that
Jesus’ teaching abrogated certain aspects of the Old Testament. To some it even
seemed that Jesus’ teaching was at odds with the Law given through Moses. For
them Christ’s teaching was at odds with the Law given through Moses. For them,
Christ’s teaching was radically new.
There is a third position and I believe to be the correct one – namely, that Jesus’
teaching is radically new and supersedes the old, but is also in continuity with it.
The best way to think of it is that he completed the Law and the Prophets. His own
words in verse 17, “I have not come to abolish … but to fulfill,” carries the idea of
completion. In fact, the word “fulfill” is sometimes translated “complete,” as it
well could be here. (1) For example, Jesus brought an end to the ceremonial laws of
sacrifice and dietary laws, but that was not so much an abrogation of them as a
fulfillment, for he validated and superseded them in his own person.
Here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus does the same thing with the Old
Testament teachings. In superseding them, he did not bring discontinuity between
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the Old Testament precepts and his teaching but rather established continuity as he
fulfilled them. Jesus brought radically new teaching that superseded the Old
Testament Law and Prophets but did not contradict them. Christ’s teaching
harmonizes with the Old Testament and adds to it.
In Matthew 5:21-26, Jesus holds up the first of six examples that show one’s need
for a righteousness that surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees if one is to enter
the kingdom of heaven (cf. v. 20); some particulars of the radical righteousness of
kingdom participants are set out. The first example is the Old Testament teaching
on murder, which he explains by first giving the traditional position and then his
radically new teaching. Some might think, “What does this exposition have to do
with me? Everything! In fact, the text is one of the foundational passages on human
relationships in the Bible. Jesus begins with the prohibition against the ultimate
fracture of human relationships that takes place through murder, then supplies his
own teaching, which goes far beyond the mere preserving of life itself to the preserving of human relationships. In this section of his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
describes how a righteous person conducts his or her relationships.
The longer I live, the more I value my relationships. When I was younger, I had
little idea of how important they are. I took them for granted. I certainly did not
fully understand that human relationships greatly affect our heavenly relationship.
Here begins the first of six “antitheses,” a word describing the “you have heard …
but I say to you,” statements of Jesus. (2) The emphasis here is on Jesus’ antithetical
relationship to what his Jewish listeners had heard. (3) In each antithesis Jesus
quotes Scripture, but Jesus’ antithetical relationship is not against the Scripture
itself but the interpretation of that Scripture. Jesus actually probes behind the
Scripture into the intent of God. Each of these elements is important and so
deserves repetition in simple form. (4)
Jesus quotes from the Bible.
Jesus interprets, extends, or counters that question but
his opposition is against how that Scripture has been
Interpreted.
Jesus probes behind the original Scripture into God’s mind.
Jesus reveals what that intent is and how his followers are to live.
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Thus, it can be said that in these antitheses we are given the original and full intent
of God, which both was only partly revealed in Scripture and had been misread by
some of Jesus’ contemporaries. We have, then, an Ethic from Above. Jesus reveals
a fuller expression of God’s will for God’s people. (5) Murder is considered the
worst of all crimes more universally than any other, and at the same time is the sin
most universally practiced. How so? Christ does not let us get away with
restricting the law to those who slit throats or blow off heads, but includes hostile
anger as well (vv. 21-22). Violations of the sixth commandment cover a wide
spectrum. In our specific text the prohibition of murder is the surface expression of
a deeper divine intent; God’s people aren’t to be angry at one another. If one
masters one’s anger, murder will never occur.
Jesus statement in 5:21-26 both interacts with and transcends the laws about
murder, trials, and revenge found in Numbers 35: 16-34 and Deuteronomy 19:114. Striking another human with a fatal blow with an iron object, a stone, a broken
object, or a fist, or intentional shoving or throwing something at a person so that
the person dies makes the one so acting a “murderer.” That person, properly tried,
was to be put to death by the “avenger of blood.” If an action that led to death,
however, was not intentional, the accused person was not liable for murder and
was to be protected from the avenger; that is why there were cities of refuge in the
Land. While Jesus will undo retaliation in 5:38-42, in this section he enters into the
heart of the “murderer” and condemns the anger and revenge that precipitate
murder. Instead of anger, the aim – the transforming initiative – is reconciliation.

The Traditional Teaching of the Law Regarding Murder (v. 21)
“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and
anyone who murders will be subject to judgment”
This is an exact duplicate of the sixth commandment (Exodus 20:13) as taken from
the Septuagint (LXX). The additional comment, “anyone who murders will be
subject to judgment,” is accurate and true. This was not only the Pharisees’
interpretation. It was the interpretation of the Law itself. So this teaching and
interpretation was true. The only criticism might be that it was too narrow. This is
where the radically new, superseding teaching of Christ enters.

168

In Jesus’ context “murder” refers to intentional manslaughter (and not to the sort of
death that occurs during warfare), and it was understood almost the same way we
would today: it was against God’s Torah and against the image of God (Genesis 4;
9:6) to murder someone. The laws around the prohibition to murder were designed
not to mitigate murder but to protect the innocent and restrain vengeance.

The Superseding Teaching of Christ Regarding Murder (v. 22)
“But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to
judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the
Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be danger of the fire of hell.”
By including anger and verbal abuse in the category of murder, Jesus did not say
that they were as evil as murder. But they were of the same variety of sin and may
not be excused as mere human weakness. All sin, including murder, is rather like
an onion. Beneath the final act are lesser acts, and beneath all the acts is a corrupt
heart. Murder is highly visible, and full-grown sin, but when the outer layer is
peeled away, various levels of violence are seen as part of the same “onion,” and
beneath the physical and verbal abuse is the heart of anger, hatred, or failing to
love. If the core of inadequate love is planted and allowed to grow, the hateful
activity will follow. And all of it falls under the judgment of God.
Some pacifists have held that God prohibited the taking of any human life for any
cause. But the commandment cannot be taken that way for Moses, who received
the law, commanded the taking of animal life for sacrifices and food and the taking
of human life in war and through capital punishment. In the context of Old
Testament law, the command meant to deliberately or intentionally take innocent
human life – killing without divine warrant or authority. The contrast Yeshua
makes between their understanding and his own teaching is they had understood
that murder was prohibited (6th commandment – Exodus 20:1; Deuteronomy 5:17)
and that a murderer would face the sentence of a human court. The law, however,
points to Yeshua’s own, deeper teaching: the root of murder is anger, and anger is
murderous in principle. One has not conformed to the better righteousness of the
kingdom merely by refraining from murder. The angry person will be subject to
God’s judgment (presupposed that no human court is able to try a case of inward
anger).
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Don’t miss the fundamental Christology of what Jesus is doing here. He is setting
himself as someone greater than Moses. This is a Messianic Ethic that is at the
same time an Ethic from Beyond: the King of the kingdom calls kingdom citizens
to live now as if the kingdom had arrived.
Torah forbids murder and threatens judgment upon any who commits it. Anger was
not taken as seriously in the Old Testament as Jesus takes it here. It makes sense
then, to see Jesus “deepening” the Torah here. (6) It ought also to be observed the
Jewish world knew considerable variety on what it meant to follow or practice
Torah, and exceptions were made on what it meant to follow or practice Torah, and
exceptions were made, adjustments occurred (as when financial payment was
rendered instead of physical punishment), and circumventions were permitted; and
it is said Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai annulled the bitter waters test of Numbers 5.
(7)To use the terms of the Jewish world Jesus constructs a “fence around the
Torah.”
Because Jesus prohibits anger, he offers counter behaviors that illustrate what it
means to live both beyond anger and in reconciled relations with others. Yeshua
goes beyond murder to warn of judgment upon the inner source of murder, which
is anger. However, we must not think he forbids all anger with other people. Jesus
himself was angry when he cleared the temple (John 2:13-22). He was angry with
those who assailed him for healing on the Sabbath (Mark 3:5 uses the word
“anger”). And in Matthew 23:17 he called the Pharisees “blind fools.” So we
conclude that there is a place for anger. Jesus was angry at sin and injustice, but he
never became angry at personal insult or affront. Peter says that when Jesus was
dying, “when they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he
suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges
justly” (1 Peter 2:23). Thus we see there is a place for righteous anger. Such cases
have to do with an offense against God or injustice against others. Such anger
brings pleasure to God.
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is speaking of unrighteous anger, and his words
leave no doubt about what he means. We are quick to get angry at personal affront
but slow to become angry with sin and injustice, and we need to take our Lord’s
words to heart. To call someone the Aramaic word “Raca” is literally to call him
“empty-headed.” Matthew 5:22b speaks of anger expressed as insults. Commentators suggest a number of more contemporary subtitles like numbskull, nitwit,

170

block-head, bonehead, jerk, or brainless idiot. I can relate to all of them. And I
have been called every one of them – sometimes even affectionately! Raca used in
deadly earnest demotes another person to the level of a nothing, an imbecile, a
moron, a nobody. It is an utterly contemptuous word.
The term “fool” is a translation of the Greek word moros, from which we derive
moron. But its meaning did not involve judgment of one’s IQ but rather one’s
moral condition. It was applied to those who denied God’s existence and as a result
fell to further evil. The psalmist’s phrase, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no
God” (Psalm 14:1) bears this idea.
A.B. Bruce perfectly summarizes the two words: “Raca expresses contempt for a
man’s head = you stupid! Moros expresses contempt for his heart and character =
you scoundrel!” These two words were not terms of endearment but of malignant
contempt. Jesus here condemns angry contempt and all its cousins – animosity,
malice, hostility, malevolence, wrath. He is not suggesting a ladder of offenses that
result in progressively sterner judgments, as if “anger” gets a minor judgment,
“raca” a stiffer penalty, and “fool” Hell. He is simply multiplying examples to
make his point. And the point is, all such animosity can land one in Hell.
Jesus is saying that we must not think we are safe just because we have not shed
blood. We are guilty enough to receive punishment if we have harbored anger and
contempt. He says in essence, “You may think you are removed from murder
morally. But you are wrong. Have you ever wished someone were dead? Then
your heart has known murder!” In view of this, we cannot escape the truth that we
are all murderers. We have all murdered others in mind and heart. We have
treasured thoughts about others that are as foul as murder.
We must be careful in our use of words like nitwit, fool, blockhead, idiot. We need
to be positive about others – not condoning their sin, but remembering that God
loves them. It was said of Alexander Whyte, the great preacher of Edinburgh,
“Watch out for Whyte! All his geese become swans.” Whyte had a way of seeing
the best in people and bringing it out. This is the way of the righteous in his or her
relationships. How much better than going through life seeing all the swans as
geese!
Often enough the Bible councils against, warns about, or prohibits anger. The Ethic
from Above says don’t be angry. Ecclesiastes 7:9 says “for anger resides in the lap
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of fools.” Psalm 37:8 says “Refrain from anger and turn from wrath.” Paul says,
“Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every
form of malice” (Ephesians 4:31) and further the near parallel in Colossians 3:8
says to be rid of “anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your
lips.” And finally James says that our “anger does not produce the righteousness
that God desires” (James 1:20). Taken together, one could easily infer that anger is
absolutely prohibited.
But there is the evidence that God himself is sometimes angry (Exodus 4:14;
Jeremiah 6:11) and Jesus himself expressed anger (see, e.g., Mark 3:5) and perhaps
anger is behind the cleansing of the temple (Matthew 21:12; Mark 11:15; Luke
19:45; John 2:15). Such texts lead others to see in the passage the words of Jesus as
an exaggerated or hyperbolic statement, or they see here an Ethic from Below. It is
not possible to be free entirely from anger, and there are times when anger is
justified, often called “righteous indignation,” that create the difficulty of knowing
how to “live” Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:22. That is, some would say this is no
more than a rhetorical ethic designed to warn.
I would disagree. No matter how clear the references are to God’s anger and the
anger of Jesus the language of Mathew 5:22 is neither easily dismissed nor the
context minimized, for in that context Jesus is raising the ante and upping the
expectations of his followers. Jesus wants his followers to be different when it
comes to anger and murder.
The anger Jesus expresses in Mark 3:1-5 and Matthew 23:17 (“blind fools”) is
different from what he condemns in Matthew 5:21-22. Jesus’ outrage is toward sin.
His reference in 5:21-22 is to personal anger (which probably explains the
clarifying addition “without cause” in v. 22). Robertson McQuilken writes in An
Introduction to Biblical Ethics:
“Righteous and unrighteous anger can be distinguished by the cause of
anger over sin that offends God, harms others, or harms the person sinning.
The difficulty with being righteously indignant is that our motives are
mixed. Am I distressed over a sin that offends God and harms people, or am
I angry over the way I am affected? Since motives are mixed, the safe thing
may be to eschew anger altogether when the sin of another directly affects
me, as when my child does wrong but the wrong embarrasses me. Better to
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wait till the anger subsides to be sure the resulting action does not come
from a mixture of righteous and unrighteous indignation. Anger is sinful
when it is for the wrong reason or results in the wrong action.”
… To keep this emotion from igniting for the wrong reason or from burning
out of control, Scriptures gives two ways of control: Take it easy – don’t get
angry suddenly (James 1:19), and don’t let it keep burning – don’t let it last
till the next day (Ephesians 4:26). Either a “low flashpoint,” a quick
response without reflection, or a “slow burn,” continuing on with the
emotion, seem to risk causing even righteous indignation to go astray.” (8)
So, in light of how the New Testament frames the ethic of Jesus, the best
interpretation is what may be called an Ethic from Beyond. The kingdom is both
partially realized in the here and now, and the kingdom is also partially yet to
come. We live in the “now and not yet.” Because the kingdom is in some sense
“now” – and that means some of the power of the kingdom have already been
unleashed (think Holy Spirit) – followers of Jesus are to avoid sinful anger, and
they are capable of being transformed from anger. In the future kingdom of God,
when all is consummated and when heaven comes to earth, anger will vanish
because loving fellowship will flourish. The prohibition of anger here is not so
much hyperbolic as it is a foretaste of kingdom realities.

Living Christ’s Teaching (vv. 23-26)
Nothing expresses kingdom ethics more than reconciled relations. A biblical
understanding of love, which lies beyond this passage, includes the notions that
God is with us as the Someone who is for us. Christ was so concerned that
believers not harbor evil thoughts toward one another that he gave two illustrations
of the positive steps they should take.

Example # 1 Regarding Worship (vv. 23, 24)
“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your
brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First
go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”
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Here again we see that radical righteousness Jesus demands is not merely a
refraining from outward sin – it is interior. And again we are made to see that our
only hope is Christ who fulfilled all righteousness and offers it to us as a free gift.
Jesus’ radical demand is meant to drive us to him for grace.
Christ gives us a remarkable picture here. The worshiper has entered the great
Temple of Herod with his sacrifice and has passed through the concentric courts
(the Court of the Gentiles, the Court of Women, the Court of Men). Beyond him
lies the court of the Priests, into which only priests could pass. The worshiper is
standing at the threshold of the court his hands are on the sacrifice, and suddenly
he remembers that he has wronged his brother. So he turns and retreats through the
great courts. He must make things right with his brother. Jesus’ point is clear. It is
far more important to be reconciled to your brother than to fulfill the external
duties of worship. Worship is merely a pretense if we have offended others in such
a way that they are holding grudges against us.
Jesus’ words are purposefully general: “has something against you.” But we must
observe that Jesus doesn’t say in this specific text, “if you have something against
someone else,” but if the offended party has something against you. (8) Jesus wants
his followers to live radically reconciled lives. Jesus isn’t talking about theological
differences or petty human disagreements but anger, the kind of anger that leads to
murder. So, in the word “something” we must keep our eyes on the brother or
sister who is angry toward us or feels angered by things we have done that
offended them; and we need to become aware of our own anger.
Reconciliation, of course is not always feasible, as Paul recognized: “If it is
possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all” (Romans 12:18). We
may have people in our lives that refuse to be reconciled with us, but in such cases
we can still forgive.
There is nothing here that is not a part of Judaism’s own teaching, even if the best
example comes from the later rabbinic text, Mishnah Yoma 8:9:
This exegesis did R. Eleazar b. Araiah state: “From all your sins shall you be
clean before the Lord (Leviticus 16:30) – for transgressions between man
and the Omnipresent does the Day of Atonement atone. For transgressions
between man and his fellow, the Day of Atonement atones, only if the man
will regain the good will of his friend.”
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Psalm 66:18 touches on this: “If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would
not have listened.” Jesus emphasizes reconciliation more than what was applied in
his world. All of this is wrapped up inside the Jesus Creed and the Golden Rule
and will emerge with force in the Lord’s Prayer (6:12, 14-15); love means
fellowship, and fellowship requires reconciliation. The exaggerated temple
scenario with its instruction to drop the sacrifice right there at the altar, illustrates
the importance of living in reconciled relations.

Example #2: A Legal Situation (vv. 25, 26)
“Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while
you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the
judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell
you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.”
Jesus moves reconciliation outside the circle of his followers to include even those
with whom one is in a legal dispute in a scenario of an “adversary” suing a disciple
of Jesus. On the way to the court the follower of Jesus is to strive for reconciliation
– and here Jesus gives an almost comic, pragmatic example. Instead of trusting
matters to the court case, in which case the follower may end up in prison, the
follower is to take matters into his (or her) own hands and work for reconciliation –
and to do so ”quickly.” Why? Because the judge will have his way and the process
of justice may lead to prison. The aim opens the verse: “Settle the matter.” This
expression translates the Greek word eunoon, a term that means “to make friends
with,” “to be well disposed toward someone,” or “to be in agreement with
someone.” In this context, it could suggest becoming friends with someone, but it
is perhaps wiser not to expect too much of this term and to see it as “come to
agreeable terms with.” (9)
Summary
This is a remarkable message the Lord gives! If we have Christ’s righteousness, we
will not only refrain from the shedding of blood but will develop hearts that are
liberated from the things that are the cause of murder – namely, contemptuous
anger. We will be sensitive about our attitude toward others. Here’s the nub of the
message: we must be intentional about reconciliation for it to become a pervasive
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lifestyle. Though we are by no means perfect, we are by God’s grace learning that
contempt and hostility – and their telltale language – are not to be a part of our
lives. Furthermore, we are learning that God places the highest priority on our
relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ. It is so important that he even
recommends that we temporarily leave worship in order to take time to meet with
the offended.
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CHAPTER 9
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:33-37

SEXUAL PURITY

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I tell you
that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with
her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it
away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to
be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it off and
throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole
body to go into hell.” (Matthew 5:33-37) (1)

A February 1973 issue of McCall’s magazine carried an article entitled, “Is anyone
Faithful anymore?” in which the author included the following story. A young wife
was at lunch with eleven of her friends, who had been meeting together regularly
to study French since their children had been in nursery school. As they conversed,
one of the women, the group’s leader, asked, “How many of you have been faithful
throughout your marriage?” Only one woman at the table raised her hand. That
evening when the young wife told her husband about the conversation, she
revealed that she was not the one had had raised her hand. He was shocked and
devastated, “But I have been faithful,” she added. “Then why didn’t you raise your
hand?” She replied, “I was ashamed.” (2)
The very datedness of this article reflects a vast change in perspective. Times have
changed, have they not? It used to be that most people would go to extremes to
hide their infidelity, but today many people are not ashamed of their infidelity.
Now adultery is promoted by popular media and naturalistic scientists and
philosophers. We live in a day when some experts speak of “healthy adultery” and
the married faithful are less vocal than the unfaithful in promoting their ways.

178

Within the Story of the Bible there are two primary reasons for sexual relations.
From Genesis 1 until the final resurrection, as stated by Jesus in Mark 12:18-27,
sexual relations are designed to produce offspring, and the relations to this end are
good and blessed by God. This provocative purpose is complemented by the
pleasure and delights of physical love, and surely Song of Songs 7:1-8:7 is one of
the most glorious descriptions. The indirection of the poetry in Song of Songs,
which stands in bold contrast to the vulgarity of contemporary erotic literature,
ennobles sexual relations.
Adultery in Jesus’ world was sexual relations with someone other than one’s
spouse and, in particular with someone else’s spouse; thus, one could claim fidelity
to one’s spouse if one has had sexual relations only with one’s spouse. (3) Also,
Jesus opposes adultery and supports Moses’ laws about adultery (cf. 5:32; 15: 19;
19:9). (4)
Mcquilkin and Copan say it very succinctly:
“The biblical prohibition against adultery is a protective measure, the
violation of which brings destruction. Fidelity in marriage promotes the
well-being of all in the family: it preserves the integrity of the couple and
maximizes the enjoyment of sex itself; it protects the more vulnerable wife;
it creates a wholesome atmosphere for bringing up children who learn to put
honor and faithfulness ahead of pleasure and instant gratification; it honors
God, who himself exhibits faithfulness to his people. Adultery is ultimately a
violation against God himself (Gen 39:0; Ps 51;4; Amos 2:7).”
Our passage quotes the Old Testament (Exodus 20:14; Deuteronomy 5:18) and
abruptly counters with an antithesis, “But I tell you …” which redefines adultery at
a deeper level. As murder begins with anger, so adultery begins with lust.
Following this re-definition, Jesus demands transformation by urging his followers
metaphorically to remove the source of desire. Jesus does not side with the all-toocommon patriarchal, chauvinistic approach to adultery in the ancient world, where
adultery was excusable for the husband but not for the wife. In this passage Jesus
first affirms a traditional teaching from the Ten Commandments, “you shall not
commit adultery.” Secondly, he realistically confronts the vicious cycles that cause
adultery. Thirdly, he demands transformation.
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The Traditional Standard of Sexual Purity
The divinely intended goods of procreation and pleasure seem incapable of
harnessing erotic desires in Israel’s Story, so there are tales of misdirection and
folly not the least of which tales is Solomon’s. And Solomon was not alone; that is
why there needs to be a chapter like Proverbs 5 or 7. Unboundaried desire, male
and female, seizes opportunity for scheming and rationalization.
The eye of the adulterer watches for dusk;
he thinks, “No eye will see me,”
and he keeps his face concealed. (Job 24:15)
This is the way of an adulterous woman;
She eats and wipes her mouth
and says, “I’ve done nothing wrong.” (Proverbs 30:20)
Adultery became the codeword for religious infidelity because of the depth of the
pain in the experience of infidelity (Jeremiah 3:8-9; 9:2; Hosea 1-3.). Set in
contrast to the adulterer is the purity of the faithful, seen in the heartfelt relief in
the last chapter of the Song of Songs and in the purity of Christ’s purifying love for
the church (Ephesians 5:25b–27; Revelation 21:8-27).
As with anger some have claimed that here Jesus criticizes the Old Testament or
the rabbis of his time for focusing on outer action, whereas Jesus actually focuses
on inner attitudes, but the Old Testament does not simply teach about outer action.
Jesus is quoting commandments about inner desire of coveting “your neighbor’s
wife” as well as outward actions or adultery (Exod. 20:17). Jesus quotes the Old
Testament when he says the main commandment is, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord
your God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your strength.” Elsewhere, he says, “You shall
love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:29-31). The Old Testament is concerned
about the whole self, love and deeds. In verse 27 Jesus reiterates the traditional
standard of sexual purity: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit
adultery.’” In the original, this is a letter-for-letter rendering of the Greek version
(Septuagint) of the seventh commandment. It is a perfectly good, sublime
statement of God’s Law. As we have suggested one might venture that it is only
external, for it only mentions the outward act of adultery. However, the tenth
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commandment does allude to the internal aspect; “You shall not covet your
neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife” (Exodus 20:17). (5)
For many this belief that the commandment emphasized the outward act of
adultery became a conveniently narrow definition of sexual sin. It was all so clear.
You were an adulterer or you were not. And if you were a “caught” adulterer, you
were dead. That really made it simple. How convenient! And how deadly! It is
very natural for those who are non-adulterers to feel smug and conceited. “I
haven’t committed that sin! Jesus is speaking to the rest of you sinners, not to me!
Listen up, you reprobates!” But Jesus knows our hearts, and he is not buying it.
Instead, he communicates a radically new standard of sexual purity. It is in
continuity with the Old Testament, but it supersedes and completes it.

Radical Transformation
Former president Jimmy Carter has been a controversial figure in recent years, but
one of the earliest storms surrounding him occurred during the 1976 presidential
race. Candidate Carter, known as a born-again Christian throughout the campaign,
granted an interview to Playboy magazine. Toward the end of the interview, Carter
said:
“Christ set some almost impossible standards for us. The Bible says, ‘Thou
shalt not commit adultery.’ Christ said, ‘I tell you that anyone who looks on
a woman with lust in his heart already committed adultery.’ I’ve looked at a
lot of women with lust. I’ve committed adultery in my heart many times.”
Comedians had a great time with the image of this pious, church going Baptist
struggling with lustful thoughts toward “a lot of women,” especially one who had
appeared to be so thoroughly domesticated as Governor Carter. The interview
stirred up more serious discussion at the time as well. Should a born-again
Christian cooperate with Playboy magazine at all – or was Carter compromising
his Christian values to expand his voter base? Was Carter wise to expose this side
of his humanity while he was under consideration as a possible President of the
United States? (6)
On the mountain Jesus sits in the posture of Moses, quotes Moses, and then
deepens Moses. There is a breathtaking audacity about Jesus in this sermon: he is
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giving a new Torah for the new people of God, the community of Jesus. In our
text, he utters a new depth for understanding the will of God when it comes to
sexual purity.
Jesus evidently believes Moses’ law is not enough because he thinks sexual
relations and purity begin in the heart – or in one’s desires. Here’s his counter:
“But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed
adultery with her in his heart” (5:28). (7) Adultery is deepened or redefined to the
level of desire, a desire fertilized by the gaze or, in the words of Chrysostom,
“kindling the furnace within you.”(8) Some blamed women for sexual temptations,
so the authorities suppressed their freedom of dress and segregated them from men.
(9) As Allison observes, “Jesus supplemented the law because, while he approves
the old law, which condemns the external act as evil, he declares that no less evil is
the intention that brings it forth. (10)
But Jesus is not alone in tracing adultery to desire. For example the Jewish noncanonical text Testament of Issachar reads: “I have not had intercourse with any
woman other than my wife, nor was I promiscuous by lustful look” (7:2). Rabbi
Simeon ben Lakish said, “Even he who visualizes himself in the act of adultery is
called an adulterer.”
Jesus contradicts neither the Old Testament nor the Rabbis. He came “not to
abolish” the law and the prophets “but to fulfill” them (Matthew 5:17). He focuses
on the whole of life – actions and attitudes, doing and being. In his other teachings
in the Sermon on the Mount, he also talks about actions: divorcing, swearing oaths,
judging others, and so on. For Jesus, it is the one who hears the teachings and does;
who builds his or her house of faith on a solid foundation (Matthew 7:24). It is not
the one who hears these words and has a good attitude toward them. Jesus does not
separate being from doing; what we do shows who we are (Matthew 7:19-20).
Darrell Bock (11) raises a vital point that guides us through our discussion of
Yeshua’s ethical pathway: We must be concerned not just with inner purity and a
sense of nearness to God, but also with the welfare of others. So Jesus stands both
on the Torah itself and alongside others in Judaism. It might be asked in passing
what is wrong with the lustful look: “Because discipleship is self-denial and a
complete bond with Jesus, at no point may the disciple’s desire-driven will take
over.” Why? “Our bond to Jesus Christ permits no desire without love.”(12)
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There are some details in our passage that deserve closer inspection. First, Jesus
says “anyone who looks”; this expression translates pas ho blepon, (13) which is a
way of describing the leering (in this case) male. But the Greek present tense does
not suggest the person stares for a long time and that therefore the parting glance is
justifiable. That is not the point: it doesn’t matter how long the person looks. What
matters, second, is the directed intentions of his or her staring: “lustfully.”(14) Sexual
relations begin in the eye. (15) The look-to-desire is about intentionally fostering
sexual temptation and arousal through the imagination. Jesus is against sexual
fantasizing with an inappropriate person. He knows where it eventually leads, and
his brother (James 1:15) expanded the process to its destined end: “Then, after
desire has conceived it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full grown, gives birth
to death.”
In understanding what Jesus means, first let us see what he does not mean. Jesus
does not mean it is wrong to look at a woman admiringly. But it is wrong to do so
lustfully. He does not forbid the natural, normal attraction that is part of our
humanity. What he forbids is deep-seated lust that consumes the inner person. A.B.
Bruce writes, “The look is not casual but persistent, the desire is not involuntary or
momentary, but cherished.”(16) It is not the first glance that is sin, but the second
that swells with lust and feeds upon the subject. Jesus’ language is perfectly
calculated. He uses a judicial form of statement that gives his pronouncement a
final ring. The use of the aorist tense conveys that the person has already
committed adultery with the woman. It is an accomplished, irreversible fact. This
occurs in the heart, in the essence of his being. As Robert Guelich says, “Jesus
categorically declares that the lustful desire to have another’s wife incriminates
one’s very person.”(17) Mental infidelity leaves one completely guilty.

Demanding Transformation
Few male and female believers have not crossed the line from attraction to lust at
some time. We are all adulterers by this standard. The great eighteenth-century
commentator Albert Bengel knew this well and wrote, “Thus God looks upon the
heart, in which, alas! What is not committed?” (18) The realization of this ought to
deliver us from all judgmentalism and pious condescension toward those who have
committed adultery; and it should instill within us a poverty of spirit and a humility

183

that realizes we are spiritually bankrupt and makes us amazed that God loves us as
he does.
The interview with former president Carter’s most famous line remains, “I’ve
committed adultery in my heart many times.” Carter goes on from there to reach
this conclusion:
“This is something that God recognizes, that I will do and have done, and
God forgives me for it. But that doesn’t mean that I condemn someone who
not only looks on a woman with lust but who leaves his wife and shacks up
with somebody out of wedlock … The guy who’s loyal to his wife ought not
to be condescending or proud because of the relative degree of sinfulness.”
It’s hard to argue with an admonition against condescension and spiritual pride.
And surely such an admonition is in line with Yeshua’s general teaching in his
Torah from the Mount. Carter implies that he is just a normal male and lust in the
heart is inevitable. It serves as a reminder that the “righteous” need God’s
forgiveness as much as the “sinner” do. Not a bad application of Yeshua’s teaching
about adultery of the heart – and far better than another one that I have sometimes
heard: “Since I’ve already committed adultery in my heart there’s no reason not to
commit it in the body as well.” Few male and female believers have not crossed
the line from attraction and lust at some time.
In this teaching Jesus does not restrict himself to the inward desire. We are created
with desires which come naturally. Jesus does not say, “Everyone who has a
momentary flash of lust in his mind,” but “everyone looking with aim to desire
her.” “Looking” is an action, an ongoing practice, like being angry and insulting
someone else. He diagnoses looking with lust as a desire to possess, an intention to
dominate, which then inflames the coveting desire. New Testament scholar Dale
Allison says: “Luther got it right: ‘It is impossible to keep the devil from shooting
evil thoughts and lusts into your heart. But see to it that you do not let such arrows
stick there and take root, but tear them out and throw them away.’” (19)
Jesus, on the other hand, seems to be getting at something more here, something
that goes beyond reversing spiritual pride and condescension. He seems intent on
actually eliminating this adultery of the heart altogether:
“If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is
better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be
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thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and
throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your
whole body to go into hell” (vv. 29, 30)
This is a tough teaching! Oswald Chambers said, “This line of discipline is the
sternest one that ever struck mankind.”(20) It was also one of Jesus’ favorite sayings
because he used variations of it at various times (cf. 18:8, 9). Some have taken him
literally. The most famous case is that of Origen of Alexandria who had himself
physically emasculated in an attempt to overcome his sensual desires. It is
significant that not long afterward, the Council of Nicea outlawed the practice.
Apart from the fact that such mutilation is contrary to Scripture, poor Origen still
had his eyes, and if had removed them, he would still have had his mind’s eye.
One can understand why Jesus says “right” hand, and “right” eye. Perhaps this is
only for balance: as with the right hand, so with the right eye. But I suspect there’s
more involved here. No one disputes that the right hand is the dominant hand for
the majority, so that “right” expresses both power and value. Ancients connected
the right eye to status. Notice 1 Samuel 11:2: “But Nahash the Ammonite replied,
‘I will make a treaty with you on the condition that I gouge out the right eye of
every one of you and so bring disgrace on all Israel.” Note, too,
Zechariah 11:17:
“Woe to the worthless shepherd,
who deserts the flock!
May the sword strike his arm and his right eye!
May his arm be completely withered,
his right eye totally blinded!”
A tentative suggestion, then, is that “right eye” means the dominating and
empowering eye, which if removed would humiliate and disempower. It is possible
that by “right hand” Jesus is referring more particularly to the hand used to
masturbate. This text then, with masterful indirection, refers to chopping off the
“right hand” because of what it accomplishes.
Jesus is speaking of what we call “spiritual mortification.” John Stott explains it
beautifully:
“What does this involve in practice? Let me elaborate and so interpret Jesus’
teaching: “If your eye causes you to sin because temptation comes to you
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through your eyes (objects you see), then pluck out your eyes. That is, don’t
look! Behave as if you had actually plucked out your eyes. That is, don’t
look! Behave as if you had actually plucked out your eyes and flung them
away, and were now blind and so could not see the objects which previously
caused you to sin. Again, if your hand or foot causes you to sin, because
temptation comes to you through your hands (things you do) or your feet
(places you visit), then cut them off. That is, don’t do it! Don’t go! Behave
as if you had actually cut off your hands and feet, and had flung them away,
and were now crippled and so could not do the things or visit the places
which previously caused you to sin.” That is the meaning of “mortification.”
(21)

How, then, does Jesus sabotage inappropriate desires? Jesus is telling us that
anything that stands between us and him must be ruthlessly, even savagely, torn
out or cut off and thrown away. Drastic measures are always appropriate in order
to protect one’s spiritual health! Halfway measures will never do the job! How this
strikes against our desire to seek the middle road, to never be too extreme either
way. But it is Christ’s advice, and some of us need to take some extreme measures
today!
Of course, this great principle of mortification has universal application to all areas
of life, but here Jesus specifically applies it to sensuality. So we will do the same.
If the application seems negative, so be it, for the ultimate result is positive. Jesus
tells us there must be a mortification of the eyes, that we must control our eyes.
This advice may be more needful for men than women because they are more apt
to be visually stimulated (I realize of course I speak from a male understanding!),
but it does apply to both. In simplest terms, this forbids a second look. Job’s
reflections in chapter 31 of his book contain lifesaving wisdom:
“I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl … if my heart
has been led by my eyes … If my heart has been enticed by a woman …”
(vv. 1, 7, 9).
A wise man or woman will make a covenant with his or her eyes as to what they
will look upon. Certainly this involves television and movies. There is probably no
area in which Christians fail more than in what they allow to enter their minds
through the media. There are times when we need to walk away from the screen.
There are times when we need to turn the dial. We are easily desensitized, and
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those impure things at which we laugh do not seem so bad the next time, and the
laugh will be on us. Certainly this also applies to books, magazines, and
newspapers. We need to make a covenant with our eyes. We need to take extreme
measures if necessary. Am I suggesting a new legalism with a list of yeses and
nos? In no way! Jesus says, “If your right eye causes you to sin…” Not someone
else’s eye, but your eye. We are all different. We stumble over different things.
One thing may arouse one and leave another unmoved. One must cut something
out, but another may be under no such obligation.
This all demands absolute honestly before Christ. Also, Jesus says there are places
we must not go, and there are things we must not handle. There are even times we
must use our limbs to flee. David should have looked the other way and walked
back inside. I rather doubt that Joseph would have been able to resist Mrs. Potiphar
if he had stayed around her for very long. Many Scriptures unite in a chorus to
commend Joseph’s example. For example, “Flee from sexual immortality” (I
Corinthians 6:18) and “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness” (2
Timothy 2:22). Jesus’ advice is not only ultimately positive – it is positive in
practice because it involves cultivating good thoughts and actions. Paul tells us,
“Finally, brethren, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is
excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things” (Philippians 4:8). A life filled
with uplifting thoughts and overflowing with service will be less likely to be
subject to the sins Jesus warned against. But more than that, we must recognize the
absolute necessity of the ministry of the Holy Spirit. We cannot fortify our flesh
alone. Willpower will not do it! Paul is careful to tell us, “but if by the Spirit you
put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live” (Romans 8:13). Likewise,
“continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who
works in you” (Philippians 2:12, 13). We can do this only by the power of Jesus.
We live in an age of extreme sensuality. Many say (and I think they are right) that
never in the history of the western world, since the time of Greek and Roman
paganism, has the state of marriage and sexual morality been so low. And even
more tragic, immorality has invaded the church at every level, from teenage to
mid-life, so that no age group is untouched. Moreover, the havoc this has wrought
goes far beyond the relational horrors of divorce, illegitimacy, and abortion to the
very perversion of faith. We must understand that much of the heresy we observe
today has roots that are moral rather than intellectual. Therefore we must realize
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that what people do with their eyes and limbs can affect the eternal destiny of their
souls.
We must not fall to smugness of self-righteous conceit just because we have not
committed the act of adultery. We must recognize and admit that we have
adulterous hearts. We must never suffer the delusion that, “this can never happen
to me.” We must never let our piety, and spiritual accomplishments dull us to our
potential for sin. We must mortify the very members of our bodies. If our eyes,
hands, and feet are causing us to stumble, we must take desperate measures to keep
that from happening. If we are stumbling because of what we are seeing, we must
make a covenant with our eyes to stop, to leave the scene if necessary. We must
not give in to what others will think. We must expect some misunderstanding and
even ridicule when we make godly choices.
It is best for those who find lust difficult to enlist an accountability partner with
whom one can be honest and safe to confess. In some church tradition there is such
a thing as a confessional booth, while in those without such an arrangement a
spiritual advisor, a pastor, or a friend could become the one to whom a person goes
for confession and pastoral care. James 5:16 teaches us to confess our sins to one
another. Bonhoeffer taught in the context of his underground seminary the
importance of confession, (22) and explained that in confession one is approaching
not just a fellow Christian but the grace of God mediated through the other
Christian. As he put it, “When I go to another believer to confess, I am going to
God.” He mentioned several breakthroughs that occur when we confess to one
another: to community, to the cross, to new life, and to assurance. He urged the
believers to pronounce the forgiveness as the word of God’s grace to the one who
confesses. Bethge records in his biography of Bonhoeffer the surprise when
Bonhoffer himself asked a brother to hear his confession. (23)
Alongside the discipline of confession are the other spiritual disciplines that are
means of transformative grace: Bible reading, listening, prayer, solitude,
contemplation, and fasting. This is not to neglect the more ordinary forms of
spiritual graces in church worship, singing, sermons, listening to podcasts, and
attending conferences. A steady diet of “inflow” of God’s grace can be
transformative for “plucking out the eye” and “cutting off the hand” of
inappropriate desire and lust.
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CHAPTER 10
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:31-32

JESUS TEACHING ON DIVORCE

“It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of
divorce.’ But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual
immorality, makes her the victim of adultery, and anyone who marries a divorced
woman commits adultery” (Matthew 5:31-32) (1)
Most would agree that our contemporary culture is not intrinsically receptive to
Biblical teaching regarding sexual relationships, marriage, and divorce. Because of
this hostility some preachers seem reluctant to speak out on these issues. Other
ministers hesitate to address these topics because there is major disagreement about
divorce in the church. Because there are numerous opinions as to what the Bible
means, because the subject is complex, and because contemporary marital relationships are incredibly tangled mazes, the subject becomes overwhelming. Sadly, we
sometimes find it easier to just leave it unaddressed.
Divorce confuses the church today because marriage confuses. Love is understood
through the lens of romance, personal fulfillment, self-expansion, sexual satisfaction, and whatever lasting impressions are in Hollywood’s movies, relationship
TV specials, and novels and books about marriage, love, and relationships. When
someone announces they are getting divorced, we are horrified or tongue-tied or
say something as trite as “I hope you find someone who makes you happy.” or
“Not all marriages work out.” We often don’t know what to say because we don’t
know what to think, and we don’t know what to think because love, marriage, and
divorce are confusingly connected.
The mere mention of the word divorce is painful to some. Many have been deeply
wounded by the broken marriage and discussion brings up memories and feelings
they would like to forget. I could never lie more beautifully when I say I am
excited to write this chapter!
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But since Jesus brought it up right in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount, the
greatest sermon ever preached, he obviously thinks it is an important subject, one
we dare not ignore. To see this matter through Jesus’ eyes is good for us as
individuals, good for the church, and good for society.
What is the Christian’s attitude regarding divorce? Is divorce always forbidden? Or
is it sometimes allowable? What is the Christian position amidst the marital
tragedy that surrounds us? As we address these and other questions we must
always be sensitive to those who are hurting.
The Bible grounds all love in God’s covenant love (Genesis 12:15). This means
that God covenants to be with us and for us unto full redemption – that is, until we
are in the kingdom, are Christlike, and become the holy and loving people of God.
This covenant understanding of love means marital love reflects God’s love, which
means divorce destroys the reflection of the God who is utterly faithful. Marital
love then is defined by God’s love: our love for our spouse is to be with them, to be
for them, and to be unto God’s formative purpose for each of us. McKnight with
theological insight says:
“To end the confusion about marriage we have to grasp what love means.
The church’s faith unfolds to reveal that our God is triune. Once we set our
teeth into the firm Christian conviction that our God is a One-and-Three
God, we are led to the conclusion that the relationship “within” God is a
relationship theologians called perichoresis. This Greek term describes the
mutual indwelling and interpenetration of Father, Son, and Spirit …Since
God’s relationship is “perichoretic” and since our love participates in God’s
way of loving, then marital love is “perichoretic.” That means, above all,
that marriage is a relationship of mutual indwelling and interpenetration.
Divorce destroys perichoresis, our indwelling of one another.”
The utter horror Jesus expresses about divorce emerges from the factors above.
What this text does is to redefine marriage and to anchor it in the new community
of Jesus, a community that will make possible both the single life and fidelity. (2)
Jesus calls his followers to a better way, to the way of love and marital faithfulness. His ethic from beyond contends we can have a surpassing righteousness.
We now enter the issue of marriage and divorce. We are vexed by these issues, by
our level of understanding what the Bible says, and by our personal lives where
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divorce emerges out of a relationship fraught with issues, problems, histories, and
personalities.

The Mosaic Law
This third antithesis in Matthew 5 begins, “It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces
his wife must give her a certificate of divorce,’” and Jesus follows with his
antithesis. But this time his antithesis reveals his view of the Torah. To understand
our Lord’s statement on divorce, we must know something of the controversial
social and theological context in which he made them. In his day, the text quoted
was understood as a minimal condition for justified divorce. Jesus trumps that
interpretation by appealing to the strictness of what Moses himself said: divorce is
wrong except for one condition.
“When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no
favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes
her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from
his house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s
wife, and if the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate
of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, of if the
latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, then her former husband
who sent her away is not allowed to take her again to be his wife, since she
has been defiled, for what is an abomination before the Lord, and you shall
not bring sin on the land which the Lord your God gives you as an
inheritance.
Deuteronomy 24:1-4 (NASB)

Permission and Inviolable Union
Divorce was not part of the Creator’s design, as Jesus states up front in Matthew
19:8-9. Moses only permitted divorce because the Israelites had hard hearts and
didn’t want to bear the full burden of God’s law. Thus, in the beginning divorce
was inconceivable – and impossible. Jesus quoted lines from Genesis 2:23, 24 to
emphasize two things. First, the intimacy of the marriage relationship. He says “the
two will become one flesh.” There is no other intimacy like it. It is deeper than
one’s relationship to one’s own children. When my children were born, there was
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an amazing bonding that took place when I saw those babies, but I am not one
flesh with them. The Scripture says that a man becomes “one flesh” with his wife.
Marriage is the deepest human relationship.
After intimacy, the emphasis is on permanence. There was no thought of divorce –
ever! God’s ideal was, and is, monogamous, intimate, enduring marriage. This is
what he approves of. Anything less is a departure from the divine model. And the
Fall did not change that ideal. We all know that some things possible before the
Fall were not possible afterward. But regarding divorce, God’s standard did not
change.
We not only see this in the very first book of the Old Testament but also in the
very last one:
“Why has God abandoned us?” you cry. I’ll tell you why; it is because the
Lord has seen your treachery in divorcing your wives who have been faithful
to you through the years, the companions you promised to care for and keep.
You were united to your wife by the Lord. In God’s wise plan, when you
married, the two of you became one person in his sight. And what does he
want? Godly children from your union. Therefore guard your passions!
Keep faith with the wife of your youth. For the Lord, the God of Israel, says
he hates divorce … (Malachi 2:14-16 TLB)

Permission to Permissiveness
The Torah is an interwoven, complicated mesh; it contains revelations describing
God’s specified will, theology, religious ritual, rulings about justice, clarifications
about what and what is not sin, and the principles for governing a theocratic nation.
Some might be surprised to learn that the Torah also includes a number of divine
concessions. The realities of sinful human nature require a gracious God to make
provision for failure. As we read the Bible narratives, we can note that God
sometimes makes concessions. (3) In our texts, we see: (1) God’s regulation of
divorce, and (2) Yeshua’s attempt to distinguish between God’s concession and
God’s ideal. Yahweh’s concession is divorce but his ideal is lifelong marriage.
Note that this text nowhere demands divorce, but allows for it when a man finds
“some indecency” in his wife. If a man chooses to pursue a divorce in such a case,
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he must make the divorce official by writing a certificate of divorce. If the wife
should choose to marry another, she may never return to her first husband.
The ancient sages debated this question: What is the meaning of the phrase, “some
indecency?” Modern Christians also struggle with these and related issues. This
text could bring many, many questions. For example, do the restrictions about
remarrying a former spouse apply to the New Covenant behavior? Should a
believer marry an idolater who has fathered her child? Can one divorce for a
variety of reasons if he remains unmarried? Unfortunately, we must limit our
discussion to the main question.
Second Temple Jewish leaders did not agree about what the phrase, “some
indecency” meant. The Talmud captures the debate between the two major rabbinic
schools, Bet Hillel and Bet Shammai:
“The house of Shammai say, a man may not put away his wife, unless he
finds some uncleanness in her, according to Deut. 24:1. The house of Hillel
say, if she should spoil his food, (that is, as Jarchi and Bartenora explain it,
burns it either at the fire or with salt, ie., over-roasts or over-salts it,) who
appeal also to Deut. 24:1. R. Akiba says, if he finds another more beautiful
than her, as is said, Deut. 24:1 “and it come to pass that she find no favour in
his eyes.” (4)
Shammai’s position was understood as referring to marital unfaithfulness. Hillel’s
position – the one adopted by most modern Jews – was that a man could divorce
his wife for any reason. Jesus, who typically sided with Bet Hillel, broke rank with
Hillel on this matter and agreed with the view of Bet Shammai. Although Yeshua
mostly experienced conflict with Bet Shammai, he was not afraid to step on the
toes of Bet Hillel either. (5)
Since the Old Testament penalty for adultery was death, why would Yahweh make
provision for divorce on the basis of adultery? If the death penalty were carried
out, divorce would not be necessary (in most instances). (6) Matters are not that
simple. From a practical viewpoint, adultery had to be legally provable. If proven,
then both offending parties were to be stoned. (7)
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Divorce Certificate
Moses demanded that the man who divorced his wife (and there is evidence that
women could divorce their husbands in the Jewish world as well; see Mark 10:12)
he was required to give her a “certificate of divorce (Matthew 5:31). This
certificate was called a get in Hebrew, entailed the legality of the dissolution of the
marriage and permission of the woman to marry.
The Context: Permissiveness
The problem is that permission of Moses in Deuteronomy 24 to divorce on the
basis of “something indecent about her” (‘erwat dabar) had become too
permissive. Later rabbis debated the extent of erwat dabar, with some finding it
synonymous with texts of adultery and others viewing it as divorce for almost any
reason. Dale Allison sums up the historical setting with these words: “The
impression one gains from ancient Jewish sources is that divorce was relatively
easy and was not considered a grave misdeed.” (8)
This explains what Jesus means by the words: “Anyone who divorces his wife must
give her a certificate of divorce” “You have heard that it was said that if a man
wants to divorce his wife, he must simply give her a full bill of divorce.” Jesus isn’t
simply citing Moses; he’s using words that were used in his day for laxity and
permissiveness when it came to (Torah observant) man divorcing his wife. What
mattered most was not the grounds for the divorce that Moses focused on in his
permission, but the necessity of giving a woman a certificate so she could be set
free to remarry.

Jesus’ View on Divorce
Here is a quick overview where Yeshua is going. And, here and elsewhere, (e.g.
15:15-26), Jesus seems to be claiming, through his work, the root problems of the
human race, the wickedness of the heart, will itself be dwelt with. It’s not
automatic - just because you are a follower of Jesus doesn’t mean that you won’t
be tempted to do many wrong things. In fact, it means that temptation levels will
almost certainly increase. And that’s because although God rescues your heart
from its natural rebellion, and makes it new through your trust in him, your
baptism and your following of Jesus, the way this newness works must be through
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your own decisions, your own thinking things through, your own will-power, aided
and supported by the Holy Spirit.
Not only did both Jesus and Deuteronomy both demand the same justification for
divorce (sexual misconduct) but in doing so both represented departures from the
prototype creation pattern. God had not failed, but humankind had failed; the heart
had become stubborn and thick-skinned. As a result, under both covenants, God
had permitted the divorce he so deplores. In short, God is realistic of man’s failures
and makes provision for it. But that does not mean he encourages his creation to
exercise that divorce prerogative.
When speaking in blanket opposition to divorce (i.e., when the exception clause is
omitted), Jesus was still willing to express himself in terms of being faithful to the
Mosaic Law! How then could Jesus have believed Deuteronomy permitted divorce
for any and all reasons? In this connection we should examine Jesus’ teaching in
Luke 16:
“And it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than [for] one tittle of
the law to fail.
Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery and
whoever marries her who is divorced from her husband commits adultery”
(Luke 16:17-18).
[But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away, than for one stroke of a
letter in the law to be dropped.
Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and
whoever marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery”
(NRSV).]
By going immediately and without interruption from the authority of the Law (v.
17) to his teaching against divorce (v. 18), Jesus leaves the impression his own
teaching matched that of the Deuteronomic code in being (fundamentally) opposed
to the disintegration of marriages. How then could Deuteronomy 24 have granted a
general permission for divorce? Must it not be construed, like Jesus’ teaching, as
an exception to the general indissolubility of marriage? (If we attribute the
juxtaposition of the authority of the Law with the prohibition of divorce to the
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hand of Luke, we do not resolve the difficulty; but merely show that in the mind of
Luke, Jesus saw no irreconcilability with the Mosaic teaching on divorce.)
Hence, if one may correctly read “except sexual immorality” as exception to the
general banning of divorce among God’s people, may not one equally correctly
interpret the specifying of the cause of “uncleanness” to be – in a similar fashion –
the exception to a general disapproval of the practice? Indeed, if God “hates
divorce” (Malachi 2:16) one would naturally assume any permission is granted is
just an exception to the general disapproval.
Paul also taught against the theory that the Old Testament permitted divorce for
any and all reasons. In Romans 7:1-4, the apostle presents teaching that has been
commonly used to prove that Paul himself (and presumably Jesus himself as well)
was opposed to all divorce. The term “the law” is a common Pauline code phrase
for the law attributed to Moses. Four of the five usages in this text are in that sense,
and the fifth play on words reflecting that usage (“the law of her husband”). If
further confirmation is needed, note the comment “I speak for to those who know
the law.” All Paul’s readers knew the gospel “law,” so he must have had a different
law in mind. The law only part of them knew was, of course, that of the
Pentateuch.
Now, then, the Law of Moses called the remarried woman an adulteress – so says
Paul quite explicitly. This could mean one of two things: The fact she was
remarried automatically made her an adulteress or the fact she was remarried
inferred she was an adulteress, for only sexual “uncleanness” could justify divorce.
Either approach (or any other one might eventually arrive at) requires one to face
the fact moral taint was associated with divorce under the Mosaic legislation. How
could this be true if divorce could properly be for any and all causes?
In contrast, this remark does make sense if we take “uncleanness” as equivalent to
Jesus’ “sexual immorality.” The fact the woman was divorced and remarried
reasonably proved she was an adulteress since sexual “uncleanness” was required
before such a divorce and remarriage occurred. Or, if one takes the text to refer to a
woman who was divorced for a reason other than sexual immorality/uncleanness
and she is an adulteresses because of scripturally unauthorized remarriage, Jesus’
words once again are faithfully echoed – for Jesus himself warned in such a case
adultery would occur via the remarriage (Matthew 5:32).
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A close reading of Jesus’ words indicates it was, indeed, his intent to advocate a
divorce doctrine strictly in accord with the Torah. To do otherwise would have
placed him in defiance of the very Mosaic legal code he had earlier proclaimed
would remain authoritative “till all is fulfilled.” One may attempt to prove that
Deuteronomy 24 is incompatible with Matthew 5:32, but that does not affect the
fact that Jesus was intending to faithfully and correctly interpret that law. Might it
not be that our exegesis of Deuteronomy 24 is faulty and his is the correct one?
God wants real people, not puppets. The renewal of life Yeshua offers in the
sphere of marriage will come through the willing, intelligent obedience of
wholehearted women and men who think out what it means to be loyal to God and
to other people, especially to their marriage partner, and who take steps to put it
into practice.
Back to the context of Jewish males using the Torah to ground any reason they
wanted to give for divorce, Jesus brings the discussion to a halt, stands with the
conservatives and with Moses – and goes beyond and deeper. It does this by
prohibiting permissiveness by well-nigh prohibiting divorce altogether. Matthew
makes it clear that Jesus restricts legitimate grounds for divorce to no more than
what Moses said: “sexual immorality.”
Jesus began by stating the ideal:
“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made
them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his
father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one
flesh’?” (vv. 4, 5)
God hates divorce! Whenever divorce occurs, it is an aberration. It is something
that was not meant to be.
When Israel was under the dominion of another empire (Persian, Roman, etc.), she
was not free to do as God commanded. But even when the Torah could be fully
obeyed, it seemed the Jewish people preferred to err on the side of grace. Jewish
teachers avoided the harsh penalties of the Torah by making prosecution tedious or
demanding monetary equivalencies in place of retribution. The conditions that
needed to be met and technical evasions made capital punishment a rare event. (9)
In this way, Jewish authorities could claim to obey Torah while negating the less
desirable commandment (mitzvot).
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To complicate matters, God himself set a confusing example when he chose to
demonstrate grace rather than justice on a number of occasions. David’s adultery
with Bathsheba – and the murder he arranged in his attempt to hush up his adultery
– offers a case study. The nature of David’s sins demanded he be put to death,
according to a straightforward understanding of Torah. (9) But God nowhere
demanded this penalty be exacted, despite the fact that Yahweh himself had
dictated the Torah laws. These facts are puzzling, but the simplest explanation is
that God is free to be as gracious as he chooses to be.

God’s Desire for Marriage Lifelong
What was Jesus’ reason for siding with the Bet Shammai on this issue? Jesus’ logic
is amplified in Matthew 19:7-9, “Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command a
man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?”
“Jesus replied, ‘Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your
hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. I tell you that
anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries
another woman commits adultery.”
Christ’s reasoning is as follows: God created marriage in Eden. God took the
woman from the man. Just as Eve was taken from Adam’s side so in marriage
Eve returns to Adam’s side – Adam and Eve are once again one flesh.
Divorce was added in the Torah as a concession to human sinfulness, a necessary
concession in some situations because of a fallen world. But, as we noted above,
marital dissolution was not God’s original intent. And, as suggested, the lessdetailed account in Mark 10:11-12 suggests that Jesus extends the same standards
to both genders.
We do not know all that Jesus said about the subject of divorce, and we would do
well to remember that. Yet we do know one area he did not address: a believer
deserted by an unbeliever. Paul seeks to quote Jesus, setting the tone for the
Christian’s overall perspective on matters of divorce and remarriage. After quoting
Jesus, Paul then indicates that he is addressing a divorce issue Jesus never spoke
about. Note this passage from 1 Corinthians 7:10-15, passim:
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“To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord): A wife must not
separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried or
else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his
wife…To the rest I say this (I not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is
not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her.
And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live
with her, she must not divorce him … But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do
so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances; God has
called us to live in peace.

Implications
Many of Jesus’ statements express general, broad-brush principles; not all are
finely nuanced teachings applicable to all situations. They are frequently truths that
call for digging deeper into his teaching for the full truth. When Yeshua wanted to
make a “no exceptions” statement, he was capable of doing so, as he did in John
14:6, for example. (10)
Still we must note that Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage seems more than
a mere fence. What we have is a firm ruling – a dogmatic interpretation of the
Scripture. This moves beyond mere rabbinic debate, for the one teaching (Messiah)
is not merely an ordinary rabbi. We can be sure that the exception clause in
Deuteronomy, “something indecent,” does not refer to something trite, like a wife
burning her husband’s dinner. Although the Messiah’s words carry great weight,
we should not read more into them than Yeshua said. Nowhere is a wrongful
divorce and remarriage designated as unpardonable sin. Yet, at the same time, such
a sin may disqualify one from certain levels of spiritual leadership. (11)
Although we might interpret ancient Judaism as embracing overly-permissive
views regarding divorce, most ancient Jewish values supported the family. The
rabbis encouraged men to love their wives as they loved themselves, a viewpoint
familiar to most Christians. (12) One Talmud excerpt reads:
“Our rabbis taught: Concerning a man who loves his wife as himself, who
honors her more than himself, who guides his sons and daughters in the right
path and arranges for them to be married … Scripture says, ‘And thou shalt
know that thy tent is in peace.’” (13)
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A Summation of Biblical Teaching
As to the question we see the Bible allows divorce for two reasons – marital
unfaithfulness, such as adultery and homosexuality, and the desertion of a believer
by an unbelieving spouse.
Of remarriage, the Scriptures allow it in three instances. First, if one’s mate is
guilty of sexual immorality and is unwilling to repent and live faithfully with the
marriage partner, divorce and remarriage are permissible. Second, when a believer
is deserted by an unbelieving spouse, divorce and remarriage are again permitted.
And third, as an extension of the allowance for divorce and remarriage deserted by
an unbeliever. I would hold personally that when someone has been married and
divorced before coming to Christ, remarriage is allowed. Second Corinthians 5:17
says, “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the
new has come!” “New” here (kainos) means new in quality. “New” means what it
says – really new, as contrasted with old. The same word is used of the “new man”
in Ephesians 2:15 and the “new self” in Ephesians 4:24. Not only are believers
really new, but Paul says that “the old has gone, the new has come.” A new
believer is completely forgiven. I believe that among the old things that have
passed away are all sins, including divorce prior to salvation. If it were otherwise,
divorce would be the only sin for which Christ did not atone, and that would be
inconceivable.
In Matthew 5 the Pharisees taught that adultery was sex with the wrong woman
and Jesus said cherishing the thought is adultery. In Matthew 19 it isn’t marrying
the second time that’s adultery, it’s the whole greedy attitude that leads them to
divorce so that they can remarry – that’s the adultery of the text. It’s more than
getting into bed with a woman when she’s not your wife, it’s the whole sick
enterprise of divorcing the wife you’re tired of so you can get into bed with
someone who’s not yet your wife. That seems to me what Jesus is mad about in
Matthew 5 and 19. Christ isn’t taking sides in the debate between the sages and it
wasn’t only their conclusions Jesus was opposed to; he was disgusted by the way
they went about drawing their conclusions. They built theological edifices with a
verse from here and another from there and missed everything Christ saw because
he looked for God’s heart in regard to marriage. God’s heart? What’s it like? Well,
you especially see it when he deals with David’s repentance in Psalm 51. It’s not a
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matter of going to New Testament texts and coming up with some different conclusions. Jesus and Paul are not concerned with “conclusions” but are concerned
about how we hear God. I would agree with N.T. Wright who said, “Jesus was not
debating with the Pharisees on their own terms, or about the detail of their own
agendas. Two musicians may discuss which key is best for a particular Schubert
song. Somebody who proposes rearranging the poem for a heavy metal band is not
joining in the discussion, but challenging its very premises.” (14)
Jesus is quite clear that the Bible does not encourage divorce. But he goes a step
further as well. He is claiming this with his own work, God’s whole plan has
shifted a stage forwards. He is moving the story of God and his people to a new
mode, where the Law of Moses won’t be the only thing that guides them. God is
now in the business of making people new from inside.
Two things are clear. God wants us to see divorce as the failure of the human
family to live out God’s heart’s desire for our marriages. Two, he wants the church
to respond with the heart of God before, during and after divorce.
McKnight (15) has sound advice for pastors and churches. (1) No leader or church
“should hold out a rigorous view of marriage, divorce, or remarriage without
providing the resources, time, personal attention, and help that such a rigorous
view entails.” (2) “t[T]he fundamental disposition and orientation … should be
toward reconciliation of the husband and wife.” Leaders in such situations should
always listen, empathize, probe, and walk with the person whose relationship is
breaking up in a way the person knows they are loved by God and the church.
We have mostly discussed the issues primarily with the non-offending party in
mind. What advice is there for the offending party? For both we can offer the
gospel with its grace that covers all our sins. I can do no better than to quote the
words of Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones:
“Have you nothing to say about others?” asks someone. All I would say
about them is this, and I say it carefully and advisedly, and almost in fear
lest I give even a semblance of a suggestion that I am saying anything that
may encourage anyone to sin. But on the basis of the gospel and in the
interest of truth I am compelled to say this: Even adultery is not the
unforgiveable sin. It is a terrible sin, but God forbid that there should be
anyone who feels that he or she sinned himself or herself outside the love of
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God or outside His kingdom because of adultery. No; if you truly repent and
realize the enormity of your sin and cast yourself upon the boundless love
and mercy and grace of God, you can be forgiven and I assure you of
pardon. But hear the words of our blessed Lord: “Go and sin no more.” (16)
Finally, what do we say to the church, to ourselves? We must say resist the
permissiveness of our culture and solidly take our stand against divorce or
remarriage that follows our understanding of the Scriptures. We must refrain from
self-righteous judgmentalism. All of us are adulterers in heart. We all must confess
our sin and see divorce as our human failure to follow the heart of God in how he
sees marriage. We must exercise our dealings with those who have fallen, realizing
that we are ourselves under Christ’s omniscient dictum: “But I tell you that anyone
who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his
heart.” Toward those who have fallen to or suffered divorce, we must be forgiving,
like our Lord. We must not call unclean that which he has called clean (Acts
10:15). We must endeavor to share the suffering of those ravaged by divorce. And
lastly, the church should make provision for counseling people who are
contemplating divorce to reconcile, to counsel those who are divorced, and counsel
and advice those who are seeking remarriage.
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CHAPTER 11
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:33-37

TRUE RIGHTEOUSNESS

“Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your
oath, but fulfill to the Lord the vows you have made.’ But I tell you, do not swear
an oath at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne, or by the earth, for it is his
footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it the city of the Great King. And do not swear by
your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. All you need to say is
simply ‘Yes,’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.” (Matthew
5:33-37) (1)
As marriage is sacrosanct, so honesty in words should be unfailing. Jesus depicts a
true righteousness, in contrast to his audience’s concept of what God requires,
which stemmed from the rabbinical tradition. For several centuries prior to Jesus’
arrival as a teacher the scribes had built up a considerable body of oral tradition –
their comments on and applications of the many tenets of the Old Testament law.
In their concern to follow God’s will faithfully, they continuously upgraded and
updated the implications of Moses’ law code. These were not improper motives,
but these traditions led many of the Jews astray. Some followers of Yeshua have
refused ever to swear an oath.
From this and the rest of the Old Testament we understand two things about
swearing vows and oaths. First, vows were encouraged! Deuteronomy 10:20 says,
“Fear your God and serve him, hold fast to him and take your oaths in his name.”
Not only were they encouraged to make vows and oaths, but they were encouraged
to do so in God’s name! Jeremiah 12:16, 17 mentions that having to swear in
God’s name will be a sign of grace:
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“And if they learn well the ways of my people and swear by my name saying,
‘As surely as the Lord lives’ – even as they taught my people to swear by
Baal – then they will be established among my people.”
Swearing in God’s name was not only presumed but encouraged in the Old
Testament! Secondly, what was discouraged was making a vow, swearing to do
something, and then not doing it. Moses repeatedly emphasized this:
“Do not swear falsely by my name and so profane the name of your God. I
am the Lord.” (Leviticus 19:12)
“When a man makes a vow to the Lord or takes an oath to obligate himself
by a pledge, he must not break his word but must do everything he said.”
(Numbers 30:2)
“If you make a vow to the Lord your God, do not be slow to pay it, for the
Lord your God will certainly demand of you. (Deuteronomy 23:21).
In summary: Vows were assumed, even encouraged. But once made, they were not
to be broken under any circumstances. The Bible taught that they were very serious
business.
The Bible permitted oaths, but Jesus calls the whole thing to a final stop. Why?
The problem was by Jesus’ time the traditional, Biblical teaching had come under
massive abuse. Somewhere along the line some rabbis (but not all rabbis) began to
teach that an oath was not binding if it did not include God’s name or imply it.
Therefore, if you swore by your own or someone else’s life or the life of the king
(as Abner did in 1 Samuel 17:55) or by some object, but did not mention or allude
to the name of God, you were not bound. The Mishna devotes one whole section
called Shebuoth (“Oaths”) to an elaborate discussion of when oaths are binding and
when they are not. (2) The swearing of oaths had degenerated into a system of rules
as when you could lie and when you could not. The results were incredible. There
was an ongoing epidemic of frivolous swearing, and oaths were continually
mingled with everyday speech: “By your life,” “by my beard,” “may I never see
the comfort of Israel if …” There was an inevitable trivialization of everyday
language and integrity. It became common practice to convince another you were
telling the truth (while lying) by bringing some person or eminent object into
reference. The deception was very subtle.
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For instance, on rabbi taught that if one swore by Jerusalem one was not bound, but
if one swore toward Jerusalem, it was binding – evidently because that in some
way implied the Divine Name. (3) All of this produced in its adherents a profound
spiritual schizophrenia: “I’m not telling the truth, but I’m really not lying.” Their
use of oaths was like children saying, “I have my fingers crossed, so I don’t have
to tell the truth.”
The situation was utterly fantastic. So Jesus gave them a piece of his divine mind
for he is concerned about both truthfulness and God’s holy name:
“But I tell you, do not swear at all either by heaven, for it is God’s throne;
or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the
Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one
hair white or black” (vv. 34:36).
Jesus found scales connected to various descriptions of God to be inconsistent with
the sacredness of God’s name and how kingdom people were to live. Each kind of
swearing uses loyalty to God to manipulate and dominate another person through
false claims. What a wrongful use of the name of God.
Jesus rules out making vows using reference to people or objects as backup. The
reason is, God stands behind everything. The entire creation is God’s and you
cannot refer to a part of it without referring ultimately to him. (Matthew 23:16-22
says the same thing in stronger language.) All such oath-taking, vowing, and
swearing is wrong! It is sin!
But there is even more here. Jesus began by saying, “But I tell you, do not swear at
all …” (v. 34a). Then he gave parenthetical information regarding evasive
swearing (vv. 34b-36) and concluded with verse 37, saying “Simply let your ‘Yes’
be ‘Yes’ and your ‘No,’ be ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.”
Our Lord is saying the righteous men and women of God’s kingdom do not need to
swear that they are telling the truth and in fact should refrain from using oaths and
vows. Here again Christ surpasses and supersedes the requirements of the Law.
The radically righteous do not need oaths. Their word is truth!
Here we must pause and note what we all know is true. The need for oath-taking
and swearing comes from the fact that we earthlings are liars. Dr. Helmut Thielicke
puts it like this:
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“Whenever I utter the formula “I swear by God,” I am really saying, “Now
I’m going to mark off an area of absolute truth and put walls around it to cut
it off from the muddy floods of untruthfulness and irresponsibility that
ordinarily overruns my speech.” In fact, I am saying even more than this. I
am saying that people are expecting me to lie from the start. And just
because they are counting on my lying I have to bring up these big guns of
oaths and words of honor. (4)
Christ calls us away from such cheapening of language, instead giving ourselves to
radical truthfulness.
Jesus presses deeper by summarizing words probably taken from Deuteronomy
23:21-23 (or even Psalm 50:14).
“If you make a vow to the Lord your God, do not be slow to pay it, for the
Lord your God will certainly demand it of you and you will be guilty of sin.
But if you refrain from making a vow, you will not be guilty. Whatever your
lips utter you must be sure to do, because you made your vow freely to the
Lord your God with your own mouth” (Deuteronomy 23:21-23).
“Sacrifice thank offerings to God,
Fulfill your vows to the Most High” (Psalm 50:14).
Jesus is concerned about both truthfulness and God’s holy name. At the heart of
the Bible’s ethic is telling the truth. Honesty mattered then and it matters now.
Yeshua here speaks of truthfulness and integrity of speech, a subject that is
eminently relevant for us today because we live in a time when truth, as James
Russell said, “is forever on the scaffold.” We see this internationally in news
coverage because we live in a time of smiling diplomats shaking hands as they sign
treaties they will almost certainly not keep. Most people believe nations will honor
their word only when it serves their best interest. International politics seems to be
the art of lying.
Things are not much different within our own land. Some years ago UPI reported
this prayer by the Chaplain of the Kansas Senate:
Omniscient Father:
Help us to know who is telling the truth. One side tell us one thing,
and the other is just the opposite.
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And if neither side is telling the truth, we would like to know that,
too.
And if each side is telling half the truth, give us the wisdom to
put the right halves together.
In Jesus name, Amen.
Perhaps that was (and is) a necessary prayer, but nevertheless it was a desperate
expression of cynicism!
This cynicism regarding truth extends to the literature of our day as well.
University of Chicago professor Mortimer Adler, editor of The Encyclopedia
Britannica and the Great Books of the Western World series says in his classic
How to Read a Book.
“The question, ‘Is it true?’ can be asked of anything we read. It is applicable
to every kind of writing … No higher commendation can be given any work
of the human mind that to praise it for the measure of truth it has achieved;
by the same token, to criticize it adversely for its failure in this respect is to
treat it with the seriousness that a serious work deserves. Yet strangely
enough, in recent years, for the first time in Western history, there is a
dwindling concern with this criterion of excellence. Books win the plaudits
of the critics and gain widespread popular attention almost to the extent that
they flout the truth – the more outrageously they do so, the better. (5)
Today there is an urgent truth shortage! There was a time when western culture
was distinguished from other cultures by at least a conventional outward sense of
obligation to tell the truth. But now there is a pervasive indifference to truthtelling, and this has not only infected day-to-day conversation but the most solemn
vows of marriage are broken almost as often as repeated. God’s name is invoked
by blatant liars who purport to be witnesses to the truth.
There is, indeed, a crisis, but we must not make the mistake of thinking it occurs
only out there because it happens among us too. It is difficult to always tell the
truth. The great preacher and writer George Macdonald wrote to his son on
December 6, 1878, “I always try – I think I do – to be truthful. All the same I tell a
great many lies.” (6) I identify with that. I am speaking to someone and suddenly
realize that what I am saying is not the truth. Perhaps you have experienced the
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same. The difficulty comes from the combination of my own deceitful nature and
the pervasive deceptiveness of the surrounding culture.
This drought of truth is what makes Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount so
meaningful and refreshing. Our text tells us how to build radical truthfulness into
our lives – how to tell the truth in a truth-perverting world.
The Radical Call to Truthfulness
Christ calls us to a life of profound truthfulness. Our problem is that we live in a
radically deceptive world, a world that is deceitful at its very roots. We are awash
in a sea of media deception. Rivers of hyperbole and exaggeration flow through
advertising, political campaigning and much more. Take for example advertising
aimed at hooking females and males into self-improvement by buying their
products. Consider the American female. For her hair she is induced to buy
shampoo, hair spray, rinses, hair curlers, permanents. Notwithstanding this arsenal,
she finds it necessary to make frequent trips to the beauty parlor. She also buys
face cream, hand cream, skin cream, lipstick, rouge, powder, perfume, bath
powder, cologne. The American male although he suffers from a constitutional
lack of imagination is told that if he dyes the gray out, he will be handsome and
virile and attractive to women everywhere. Moreover, he is moved to need beforeshave lotion, after shave lotion, after-shave powder, shampoo, rinses, a man’s
deodorant, a manicure set, a pedicure set, and for the enterprising man who needs
it, a hair piece. Now from one perspective this is not a criticism. What with the
population explosion the world surely needs something to take the worry out of
being close. It really is depressing to imagine a lipstick-less, rough-less, mascaraless, rinse-less existence. We want life in living color. Things are bad enough
without tearing down the decorations.
But has the advertising world told the total truth about improvement in our lives or
have we been oversold – deceived? Just after a person is creamed, painted, rinsed,
perfumed and curled, how is he or she changed? They may look different, but
essentially they are exactly the same. If the transmission needs overhauling, what
good does it do to wax the car? We are prone to paint the shell and ignore the nut.
It is the self, the soul, the quintessence of man and woman that needs our
undivided attention and our most faithful discipline. A paramount folly of people is
spending so much time and money on trying to look different when what we need

209

is to be different. Language has developed to the extent that we do not know what
the person is saying. Studied ambiguities are the order of the day.
We embellish the truth without even realizing that we are doing so. One summer,
fishing with my brother Dave in the great Mississippi River, I caught a nice large
catfish. My brother weighed it at five and three-quarters pounds, but he told me it
looked like a six-pounder. It was so easy to brag about my great six-pound catfish!
In fact, the more I talked about it, the more I was sure that it probably was six
pounds! Fish get bigger, profits greater, boyfriends are more handsome, and
strength greater in our world of “newspeak” and exaggeration – even in our own
words. It is hard to tell the truth! Listen to George Mcdonald’s admission in full:
“I always try – I think I do – to be truthful. All the same I tell a great many
petty lies, e.g., things that mean one thing to myself though another to other
people. But I do not think lightly of it. Where I am more often wrong is in
tacitly pretending I hear things which I do not, especially jokes and good
stories, the point of which I often miss, but, seeing everyone laugh, I laugh
too, for the sake of not looking a fool. My respect for the world’s opinion is
my greatest stumblingblock I fear.” (7)
It is not easy to be a totally truthful person today, but it is necessary for the church
and the world. The world longs for freedom from dishonesty! Sure, it cultivates
deception and promotes it, but deep down people long to escape the show and
pretense. Many look eagerly to believers to display the honesty and integrity for
which they so long. Our integrity as followers of Christ can made all the difference
to a dying world. “The avoidance of one small fib … may be a stronger confession
of faith than the whole ‘Christian philosophy’ championed in lengthy, forceful
discussion.” (8) When people know you do not lie, your testimony will have more
effect than all the theology you could ram at them. What a difference a truthful life
can make!
A radical truthfulness is also greatly needed in the church. An act of deceit done to
another brother or sister is a deceit done to all, for we are all members of one
another. The Lord Jesus Christ prayed that his body would be unified, but a body
that is not truthful is a body filled with distrust and is therefore not unified. Radical
truthfulness is one of the greatest needs of the church today.
What can we personally do to promote Jesus’ call to radical truthfulness?
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Remember that for Jesus, words were sacramental, for they were outward signs of
an inward condition. Jesus said in Matthew 12:34, “Out of the overflow of the heart
the mouth speaks.” We need a truthful spirit that brings forth an increasing
veracity of speech. We also need to remember that our Lord hears every word, not
just the oaths, and that we will give account of all our words (see Matthew 12:36).
Our words are freighted with eternity. We would do well to take this seriously.
Samuel Johnson wrote:
“Accustom your children to this [the telling of the truth]; If a thing happened
at one window, and they, when relating it, say that it happened at another, do
not let it pass, but instantly check them; you do not know where deviation
from truth will end … It is more from carelessness about truth than from
intentional lying, that there is so much falsehood in the world. (9)
Jesus minced no words with his friends, and neither does he with us. “But I tell
you, do not swear at all … Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’;
anything beyond this becomes from the evil one.” Let us be radically truthful!
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CHAPTER 12
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:38-42

WRONGS AND RIGHTS

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you,
do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the
other cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over
your coat as well. If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.
Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to
borrow from you.” (Matthew 5:38-42) (1)

There was once a father who had to go away from his young family for three or
four days on business. Anxious that his wife should be properly looked after in his
absence, he had a word with the oldest son, who was nine at the time.
“When I’m away,” he said, “I want you to think what I would normally do around
the house, and you do it for me.” He had in mind, of course, clearing up in the
kitchen, washing the dishes, putting out the garbage, and similar tasks.
On his return, he asked his wife what the son had done. “Well,” she said, “it was
very strange. Straight after breakfast he made himself another cup of coffee, went
into the living room, put on some loud music, and read the newspaper half an
hour.” The father was left wondering whether his son had obeyed him a bit too
accurately.
The shocking thing about the Sermon on the Mount is that we are told to watch
what our heavenly father is doing and then do the same ourselves. Here is the
puzzle: Israel, the chosen people, are challenged to realize that God doesn’t have
favorites! What sense can we make of that? If they are chosen, doesn’t that mean
they are God’s favorite?
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The answer to the puzzle is found earlier in the Sermon. Israel isn’t chosen in order
to be God’s special people while the rest of the world remains in outer darkness.
Israel is chosen so that, through Israel, God can bless all people. And now Jesus is
calling Israel to be the light of the world at last. He is opening the way, carving a
path through the jungle towards that vocation, urging his followers to come with
him on the dangerous road.
And dangerous it is. Not only has Israel in Jesus’ day got many enemies, pagan
nations who have overrun the land and made the people subject to harsh rules and
taxes. There are just as many dangers within, as movements of national resistance
spring up, fueled by anger at the increasing injustice and wickedness. And, within
that again, the divisions within Jewish society are becoming more marked, with a
few becoming very rich and the majority being poor, some very poor.
These were all pressing issues for the people listening to Yeshua. How did his
kingdom-message apply to them? How can it then apply to us today? At this point
in Jesus’ Sermon, we come to the fifth example of how the righteousness that Jesus
demands supersedes and surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees. This example
has to do with the proper response when there is injustice and retaliation. How is a
person who has the surpassing righteousness of Christ supposed to react to
offenses to justice? Jesus’ teaching can only be described as revolutionary. In fact,
if it were not from him, we would be prone to dismiss it as coming from some outof-touch visionary who did not really understand the human predicament. But the
teaching is from the lips of our Lord, and Jesus knew more about human nature
than anyone else. His words are immensely important because we are continually
beset with opposing teachings and examples. Retaliation is not only considered
normative but indispensable to leadership. Moreover, we all know that beneath our
genteel veneers is an apparently inexhaustible capacity for cultured anger and
vengeance.
Justice, is the core of the world’s system of appropriate and justifiable relations
among people. A society’s legal standard creates a certain kind of society. Justice
is, then, used for conditions and behaviors that conform to the standards or the
laws at work in a particular society. Behind every attempt to define justice is a
standard. (2) But where do we get the standard so a society can be ruled by law?
There is a social and a theological answer. The social history answer is that, say,
the USA got its laws from England, not to neglect important voices like those of
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Thomas Paine, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, or James Madison; and
England got its laws from Europe, and Europe from Rome and Greece, All of the
Western countries owe their basic legal systems to early codes like the Nomos of
Solon and The Digest of Justinian. The prominent laws of a given society are the
laws that have worked, and they are more or less the will of a society or the will of
its lawmakers. (3)
Unlike the previous two antitheses, where Jesus summarized one or more passages,
this time he simply quotes Scripture: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for
eye, and tooth for tooth’” (v. 38). That is an exact quotation from three Old
Testament passages (Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20; Deuteronomy 1`9:21) and
represents the oldest law in the world – the law of retaliation, technically known as
Lex (Law) Talionis (retaliation).
The earliest reference to lex talionis comes from the Code of Hammurabi in the
second millennium B.C. Far from being savage legislation, it was intrinsically
merciful because it limited vengeance. The typical primitive blood feud knew
nothing of equity. A small infraction by one tribe against another - for instance,
trespassing – was met with a beating, which was returned by homicide, which was
then countered by genocide. Lex Talionis did away with this – on paper at least.
Ancient Israelites had the Torah of Moses, but with one major difference from our
law codes: It was claimed that the Torah of Moses had a divine origin. This claim
transformed Israel’s sense of justice because it became conditions and behaviors
that conformed to the will of God. While the social history answer seeks to explain
a given set of laws in light of its predecessors, a theological approach finds divine
revelation. The retaliation is expressed in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy,
and these laws were then worked out in rulings down the ages in Judaism in what
was eventually called halakhot. So the Story of Israel, within which one can find
the central role of the “story of the Torah,” has its own story of how justice is
formed and reformed and adaptation, and these adaptions (larger rulings of
interpretation) were sometimes perceived as divine.
In both the social and theological worlds, a staple of law is commensurable
punishment. Punishments are to be equal to the crime (Lex Talionis). A
fundamental expression of this is found in Exodus 21:23-25:
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“But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth
for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound,
bruise for bruise.”
This lex talionis is expressed more theoretically in Leviticus 24:19-20:
“Anyone who injures their neighbor is to be injured in the same manner:
fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. The one who has inflicted
the injury must suffer the same injury.
A third expression in Deuteronomy 19:21 is much like Exodus 21 but a bit more
succinct:
“Show no pity, life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot
for foot.”
Notice that retribution is limited, but equal to, the original injury. This principle of
equal retribution curbs violence and prevents vengeance from spinning out of
control.
An example of reckless violence in the Bible is Lamech in Genesis 4:23-24.
Samson in Judges 16:28 relishes victory over his enemy when he transforms
blindness into the death of many. But settling on the Old Testament as offering the
lex talionis only to restrict revenge misses a major theme: retribution is demanded
in these texts. The lex talionis leads to two fundamentals law required of
retribution and equal retribution. By making it law, punishment is moved out of the
private sphere into the sphere of the public forum. For Israel, behind the lex
talionis stands a God who himself takes vengeance (cf. Ezekiel 16:59; Obadiah
15).
Jesus offers a new sort of justice, a creative, healing, restorative justice. Jesus
quotes the Torah and then counters an understanding of Torah with his own
kingdom ethics, his ethic from beyond. What he teaches in this fifth antithesis is
both a revelation of God’s intent and a “constitution” for the kingdom society.
Instead of the requirement of retribution, Jesus reveals that grace, love, and
forgiveness can reverse the dangers of retribution and, even more, create an
alternative society.
The old justice found in the Bible was designed to prevent revenge running away
with itself. Better an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth than an escalating feud
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with each side going one worse than the other. Israel’s law on retaliation included
both capital punishment (“life for life”) and corporal punishment (“tooth for
tooth”). (4) The principle here is not just “life” but the taking of a “human life,” and
it required the retribution of capital sentence. The death of another person’s animal
only required a commensurate animal’s life (cv. Leviticus 24:17-21). As well, a
feature of Israel’s talion is that it is egalitarian: man or woman, young or old, rich
or poor – each is subject to retribution while some Mesopotamian cultures scaled
the retribution according to one’s status. (5)
This requirement for equal retribution was at times transformed into financial
compensation. At Numbers 35:31 we read, “Do not accept a ransom [a fine] for
the life of a murderer.” The prohibition of a “ransom” for the taking of a life
implies that a ransom was paid for other crimes. Fines are clearly taught by later
rabbis for at least the “tooth for a tooth” law. Thus, Mishnah Baba Qamma 8:1
says: “He who injures his fellow is liable to [compensate] him on five counts:
injury, pain, medical costs, loss of income, and indignity.” This leads to how much
one is worth, and here is the ruling: “If one has blinded his eye, or cut off his hand,
broken his leg, they regard him as a slave up for sale in the market and make an
estimate of how much he was worth beforehand [when whole], and how much he
is now worth.” The lex talionis is still required but converted into financial value.
The potentially barbaric nature of the talion led many to convert punishment into
fines. But rendering the retribution into financial compensation does not go as far
as Jesus went.
Jesus goes one better still. There is no way around explaining what Jesus is saying
in our text: Jesus overtly ends the Mosaic command to “show no pity” in the
appropriation of the lex talionis and its place orders his followers to be merciful.
Jesus undermines the requirement and reshapes how his followers are to respond to
perpetrators. Jesus’ words are “But I tell you, do not resist an evil person.” Or as
Tom Wright has it, “don’t use violence to resist evil” (KNT). Bonhoeffer draws us
to Jesus’ kingdom society: “Jesus releases his community from the political and
legal order, from the national form of the people of Israel, and makes it into what it
truly is, namely, the community of the faithful that is not bound by political or
national ties.” (6)
Jesus uses a term that indicates “nonresistance” (antistenai), but the specifics of
this word take on concrete variations in the lines that follow and caution us to build

216

our beliefs on the specifics instead of on our philosophy. His examples reveal that
“do not resist” is as much a positive action of love as it is a negative posture. (7)
Better to have no vengeance at all, but rather a creative way forward, reflecting the
astonishing patient love of God himself, who wants Israel to shine his light into the
world so that all people will see that he is the one true God, and that his deepest
nature is overflowing love. No other god encourages people to behave in a way
like this!

Examples of Jesus Kingdom Vision
So Jesus gives four examples of how to behave “nonresistantly” to “evil” persons,
and from concrete experience of subjection of Rome. Each of the illustrations is
culturally specific, but they give us general principles for today’s living. The
principles are not for everyone, but only for those who follow Christ. The four
examples concern being insulted, being sued in court, being conscripted to support
the Roman military, and being asked to help others with money. (8) “He does not
advocate passivity but active generosity that deconstructs the system because of the
presence of the kingdom.” (9) In each case Jesus advocates grace beyond retribution
and expectation. Surrendering one’s right for the good of the other manifests the
Jesus Creed and its variant, the Golden Rule of 7:2.
Reading this antithesis in light of the Story of God in the Bible, with its
concentration on Jesus as the center of the Story, we cannot help but find parallels
in Isaiah 50’s servant description. (10) Most notably, Isaiah 50:6-8:
“ I offered my back to those who beat me,
my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard;
I did not hide my face
from mocking and spitting.
Because the Sovereign Lord helps me,
I will not be disgraced.
Therefore have I set my face like flint,
and I know I will not be put to shame.
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He who vindicates me is near.
Who then will bring charges against me?
Let us face each other!
Who is my accuser?
Let him confront me!

Responding to Insult (39b)
“If anyone slaps you on the right cheek turn to him the other also.” What is Jesus
describing here? Contrary to what we might think, he is not describing a physical
attack, but rather a very traditional calculated insult. Notice that Jesus specifically
mentions “the right cheek,” which tells us he is describing a backhanded slap
(since people are right-handed, this is surely what Jesus had in mind). This
principle of the later rabbinic rulings probably reflects the social customs at work
in first-century Galilee, and here is the principle: “Everything is in accord with
one’s station [status].” This means, “If he smacked him, he pays him two hundred
zuz.” But, the text continues, “If it is with the back of the hand, he pays him four
hundred zuz.” (Mishah Baba Qaama 8:6, italics added).
The slapping is not just violence, but an insult: it implies that you’re an inferior,
perhaps a slave, a child, or (in that world, and sometimes even today) a woman.
The great German scholar Jeremias (11) argues it is a slap that comes because of
one’s faith. What’s the answer? Hitting back only keeps the evil in circulation.
Offering the other cheek implies hit me again if you like, but now as an equal, not
an inferior. Instead of striking back, which would be both justifiable and equal
retribution and a part of Moses’ “no mercy” law, Jesus creates an almost laughable
scene of grace: “turn to them the other cheek also.” In fact this is how Jesus did
respond (Matthew 26:67).
What this means for us is that when we are insulted or abused for Christ’s sake
(whatever form the insult may take), we must not respond by getting even, by
getting our legal pound of flesh according to the lex talionis, but must turn the
other cheek. Jesus allows us to swallow our pride and give up our “rights” to
reparation and fairness. That is the basic, essential interpretation. But there is
another level of application that really gets down to where we live. We are to set
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aside our petty ways of getting even – the kind of living that punishes others by
returning their own sins to them. If your spouse is messy, you leave things messy
in return. If your friend is late, you will be late next time yourself. In effect Jesus
asks us, in turning the other cheek, to take the other person and his or her wellbeing the center of our focus. We think of them and adjust our actions according to
what we think will point them to Christ. And when we really do this, we begin to
affect them.

Responding to a “Rip-Off” (v. 40)
“And if someone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as
well.”
Jesus subverts and parodies a legal setting and a social custom. Males wore two
levels of clothing: an outer cloak and an inner garment, roughly a coat and shirt. It
was possible in that day to sue others for the very shirt on their backs. In that event,
Jesus urges his followers to go further and give them the robe as well. But the
social custom is more particular here, a person’s robe was used both as a cover and
a sleeping blanket, but it was prohibited to take such from an Israelite for any
length of time (cf. Exodus 22:26-27; Deuteronomy 24:12-13). So the person suing
goes for what is legal (a shirt), but Jesus goes further by urging his followers to
relinquish their rights to a robe. This would deprive the person of standard
comforts and provision. Give him your cloak as well; and in a world where most
people only wore those two garments, shame him with your impoverished
nakedness. This is what the rich, powerful and careless are doing. They are
reducing the poor to a state of shame. What Jesus says, at face value, is to strip in
front of the person as a means of exhibiting radical distance from social custom.
Jesus experienced this too (cf. 27:35).
This is supremely radical, and it is meant to point one’s persecutors to Christ.
Romans 12:17-21 describes the same call and potential effect:
“Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the sight
of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with
everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath,
for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord. On the
contrary: ‘If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him
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something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.’
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (12)
This is the radical call of those who are suffering persecution for Christ. It is
extreme advice for extreme circumstances. “In doing this” Paul says is “you will
heap burning coals on his head.” In context we must understand it is not to burn
the enemy’s head - but to melt his heart.
We should note here that our Lord is not referring to the average lawsuit so
characteristic of our litigation-happy society. Wrongly applied, this would do away
with the possibility of law or legal redress. Rather, it is advice for the righteous
who are pushed against the wall for the name of God. We should listen well,
because someday we may need it!

Responding to Forced Labor (v. 41)
“If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.”
Once again, social custom is at work. This third example clearly reflects the
Roman military occupation. Roman soldiers had the right to force civilians to carry
their equipment for one mile. But the law was quite strict; it forbade them to make
someone go more than that. So, we are to imagine a Roman soldier approaching
one of Jesus’ followers, demanding transportation for a mile; Jesus’ radical gobeyond-their-expectations response is to help for a second mile. Turn the tables on
them, advises Yeshua. Don’t fret and fume and plot revenge. Copy your generous
God! Go a second mile and astonish the soldier (and perhaps alarm him – what if
his commanding officer found out?) with the news that there is a different way to
be human, a way which doesn’t plot revenge, which doesn’t join the armed
resistance movement (that’s what verse 39 means), but which sins God’s kind of
victory over violence and injustice.
These examples are only little sketches, like cartoons to give you the idea.
Whatever situation you’re in, you need to think it through for yourself. What
would it mean to reflect God’s generous love despite the pressure and provocation,
despite your own anger and frustration?
Impossible? Well, yes, at one level. But again Jesus’ teaching isn’t just good
advice, its good news. Jesus did it all himself, and opened up the new way of being
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human so that all who follow him can discover it. When they mocked him, he
didn’t respond. When they challenged him, he told quizzical, sometimes
humorous, stories that forced them to think differently. When they struck him, he
took the pain. When they put the worst bit of Roman equipment on his back – the
heavy cross-piece on which he would be killed – he carried it out of the city to the
place of his own execution. When they nailed him to the cross, he prayed for them.
The Sermon on the Mount isn’t just about us. If it was, we might admire it as a fine
bit of idealism, but we’d then return to our normal lives. It’s about Jesus himself.
This was the blueprint for his own life. He asks nothing of his followers that he
hasn’t faced himself. And, within his own life, we can already sense a theme that
will grow larger and larger until we can’t miss it. If this is the way to show what
God is really like, and if this is the pattern that Jesus himself followed exactly,
Matthew is inviting us to draw the conclusion: that in Jesus we see the Emmanuel,
the God-with-us-person. The Sermon on the Mount isn’t just about how to behave,
it’s about discovering the living God in the loving, and dying, Jesus, and learning
to reflect that love ourselves into the world that needs it so badly.

Responding to Borrowing (v. 42)
“Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to
borrow from you.”
Jesus urges his followers to give to those beggars who ask for something, and there
is no indication here of exacting payment back or even at interest.
Once again, in parallel fashion, Jesus urges his followers not to demand back what
one loans to another. The operative category is avoiding the world of the court and
of retribution or payment for offenses. This passage is also interpreted that this is a
matter of the believer who is being persecuted through others borrowing. What
then does he mean? He means the righteous are to give to those who are attempting
to hurt them through borrowing. Luke refers to this kind of persecution when he
says, “But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting
to get anything back” (6:35).
Jesus does not say how many times one is to loan to his persecutors. As Alexander
Maclaren wisely said:
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“If turning the cheek would make the assaulter more angry, or if yielding the
cloak would make the legal robber more greedy, or going the second mile
would but make the press gang more severe and exacting, resistance
becomes a form of love and duty for the sake of the wrongdoer.” (13)
Jesus’ advice is not a set of mechanical rules, but principles for meeting the
personal wrong that come to those who follow him. In the matter of loaning, the
Lord wants his followers to reject a tightfisted, penny-pinching attitude that says,
“This is mine and I’ll never share it!”
Jesus subverts that system by creating a system of grace, compassion and love
because he seeks to create a culture of generosity. He operated in a kingdom world
and reveals an ethic from beyond.

A Reality Check
Undoubtedly, Yeshua’s instructions here, along with his even more radical
teaching to love one’s enemy in the next section, will be difficult for many of us to
accept in their entirety. Is he telling us to forego fairness altogether? To never
resist evil under any circumstances? In the context of recent Jewish history such
words might seem to be unrealistic and even wrongheaded. Jews remember well
the Holocaust, when actively resisting evil was the only right option, as Dietrich
Bonhoeffer and other exceptional Christians demonstrated. Today, Jewish people
can look at the situation of the state of Israel surrounded by enemies committed to
its destruction. If the government of Israel ceased resisting the evildoers, the
Jewish State would likely come to an end in a second holocaust. We saw in our
discussion of truth telling that it is something necessary to set aside our personal
desire for purity and get our hands dirty to spare a life. Is Yeshua saying here that
we are never to resist evil in any case, or is he saying something more complex?
To answer this question consider a few points:
1. Whatever Yeshua is saying about nonresistance, he said originally in a difficult
context. We cannot say that these words no longer apply in the post-Holocaust,
anti-Israel world of today because they were first given during the harsh Roman
occupation of Israel. Indeed, some specific examples that Yeshua gives are
based on conditions of Roman occupation, which allowed a Roman soldier to
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force a Jew to carry his pack for one mile. If Yeshua’s teaching could work in
the harsh conditions in which it was first given, it can work today. Therefore,
our interpretation and application of Yeshua’s words must also apply to
today’s practical realities.
2. Yeshua phrases his whole instruction in Matthew 5:38 in personal terms. In the
plain sense he speaks of “you” being struck, being sued, or being forced to go a
mile. It is one thing for me to turn my other cheek to the person who struck me,
it is another thing to figuratively turn someone else’s cheek by not resisting the
evil perpetrated against them. It is one thing for me to relinquish my own
demand for justice, but quite another to demand that someone else give up his
or her demand for justice. The individual believer may practice something that
corporate groups cannot or should not practice, given the realities of evil in our
world.
Yeshua’s story of the forgiving king (Matt. 18:21-35) supports this
interpretation. The king forgives the debt against himself, but rushes to defend
the servant who is wronged by his fellow servant. In this story the king lets
himself suffer wrong, but when it is another who suffers, mercy gives way to
justice. As it exists in the Bible, Lex Talionis was given to the judges of Israel
as a basis for adjudication, as in Deuteronomy 19:16-21 makes so clear. Only
the courts were permitted to do so. Individuals were not permitted to use this
law to settle disputes with others. Only the courts were permitted to do so.
When Jesus is speaking about interpersonal relations he is not declaring it
legitimate for followers to apply the lex talionis to their personal problems. So
the principle of equivalent compensation remains only on an institutional level.
3. Perhaps the most neglected element in interpreting this text is what is said in
Deuteronomy 19:21: Show no pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth …”
The judicial posture in the Torah for the lex talionis was this: retribution was
not an option. Israelites soon converted the equal retribution dimension of this
law into financial fines, but justice was required, and the requirement was
“show no pity” even if the punishment was converted into economic value.
What a person has done wrong needs to be undone by doing the same wrong
back to them in order to balance the social scale of justice.
But Jesus posture is the opposite, and it cannot be seen as a form of
exaggeration. His revolutionary preface, in effect, to the lex talionis was:
“Show mercy.” While he doesn’t say this explicitly when he quotes the Old
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Testament, his own words that form the antithesis are clearly a variant of “show
mercy.” “Do not resist an evil person.” Instead of prosecution and instead of
exacting retribution to redress the imbalance of justice, Jesus forms another
way: show mercy and unravel the system of retribution that pervades our
society.
The Jesus Creed, which forms the bedrock for Jesus’ statement about the lex
talionis, is radical beyond calculation: it calls us to love both the neighbor and
the enemy. Love or violence are the two options. Thus, he might not require his
followers to be pacifists because national defense may be a grim necessity in
this world. The Scriptures, however, teach regard for the enemy as created in
the image of God, and Yeshua expands that teaching to mean love for the
enemy. His followers, therefore, must be hesitant about the extremity of war,
cautious about collateral damage and harm to innocent civilians among the
enemy, opposed to torture and any maltreatment of prisoners, respectful of the
image of God present among those on the other side, and so on.
4. A similar interpretation applies to the final instruction in this passage, “Give to
everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow
from you.” Again, this is probably best understood in terms of personal practice
rather than a blanket public practice as evidenced by the regulations of public
welfare in the Pauline letters. For example, Paul writes, “Anyone unwilling to
work should not eat” (2 Thess. 3:10), or “Honor (with financial support)
widows who are really widows. . . But refuse to put younger widows on the list”
(1 Timothy 5:3-11). In other words the individual might “give to everyone who
begs” him, but the community does not. It provides support only to the
qualified. If Scripture clearly limits this part of Yeshua’s teaching, it’s fair to
limit the application of other parts of the teaching in the same way. At the same
time, the underlying principle of respect and concern for those in need must
shape the policy positions that followers of Yeshua take. They may not
necessarily favor massive government intervention on behalf of the
disadvantaged, but they certainly cannot advocate a form of social Darwinism
that leaves every man to himself in the struggle for survival.
The implications of Yeshua’s torah are manifold and sometimes complex, but
clearly we are in the realm of divine reversal. In this world we look out for
ourselves first; in Messiah’s kingdom we don’t look out for ourselves but only for
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others. In this world we learn to stand up for ourselves because no one else will; in
the kingdom we learn to stand up for others and not worry about ourselves. Again
we turn to Martyn Lloyd-Jones as he expresses what he believes Jesus is saying
here:
“Our Lord does not encourage us here to help frauds or professional beggars
or drunkards. I put it like this plainly because we all have these experiences.
A man comes to you under the influence of drink and asks you to give him
some money. Although he says he wants it for a night’s lodging you know
he will go immediately and spend it upon drink. Our Lord does not tell us to
encourage or help such a man. He is not even considering that. What he is
considering is the tendency of a man because of self, and a self-centered
spirit, not to help those who are in real need. It is this holding on to what is
mine that He is concerned about. We can therefore put it like this. We must
always be ready to listen and to give a man the benefit of the doubt. It is not
something we do mechanically or thoughtlessly. We must think, and say: ‘If
this man is in need, it is my business to help him if I am in a position to do
so. I may be taking a risk, but if he is in need I will help him.’ The apostle
John gives us a perfect exposition of this. “But whoso hath this world’s
goods, and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of
compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him? My little
children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but in deed and truth” (1
Jn. iii. 17, 18. That is the way we are to follow. “Whoso hath this world’s
goods, and seeth his brother have need.” The man under the influence of
drink who asks us for money is not in need, neither is the man who lives by
this sort of thing and is too lazy to work. Paul says of such: “If any man
would not work, neither should be eat.” So your professional beggar is not in
need and I do not give to him.” (14)
To summarize, in the Jewish understanding, which was probably already in place
by the time of Yeshua, the eye-for-eye principle is not so much about retribution,
as it is about the limits and alternatives to retribution. It helps maintain justice
without unnecessary harshness or damage to the social fabric. When the instruction
was first given in Torah, it was a great step in the direction of peace and equity in
human society.
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Jesus changes lives! We no longer consider it our duty to get even. “Eye for eye,
tooth for tooth” is fine for the court, but not for our relation to others – even our
enemies. Thanks to Jesus, we have let go of our legalistic obsession with fairness.
We are glad that Jesus was not fair with us, for if we were to have gotten what was
coming to us, it would not have been good. As Jesus’ followers we give ourselves
to the highest welfare of others, even our enemies. We put up with the sins and
insults of others for Christ’s sake and theirs. Though hurt many times before, we
refuse to withdraw into the shell of self. We do not run from hurt. We appear weak,
but we are strong, for only the most powerful can live a life like this. But the power
is not ours, but Christ’s.
Everything comes from Christ. Jesus’ sayings are hard – in fact, impossible! I am
so glad that the Sermon on the Mount is impossible because then we have to
depend on Jesus. May the Lord Jesus work in us a surpassing righteousness so that
we do not hold on to our rights, so we do not always insist on others being fair to
us, so we are willing to be hurt, so we are willing to be vulnerable, because then,
just as in the ancient world, people will notice and will come to Jesus.

226

227

CHAPTER 13
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 5:43-48

SUPERSEDING LOVE

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I
tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be
children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the
good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who
love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that?
And if you greet only your own people, what are doing more than others? Do not
even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
(Matthew 5:43-48) (1)

A Jewish man survived a shipwreck only to find himself stranded for many years
alone on a desert island. Finally, a passing ship spotted him and sent a rescue party
ashore. They found the Jew living in a cave, but noticed two neat little huts that he
had built near the shore. “What are those buildings?” the rescuers asked. The Jew
pointed to one and said, “That’s my synagogue, where I pray every morning.”
“And what about the other one?” asked the rescuers. “That one!? That’s the
synagogue I’d never set foot in!”
Religious people are famous, or infamous, for dividing the world into us and them,
disdaining those who hold different views or practices, and holding out for
differences that often seem petty to outsiders. Yeshua, however, gives us far more
than an exhortation to just get along or even unify with like-minded fold; rather, he
calls upon those who follow him to love their enemies. “You have heard that it was
said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ And I say to you, love
your enemies. . .” (Matthew 5:43ff.)
In a 1958 issue of Christian Century, (2) Dr. Normal Pittenger published “A
Critique of C.S. Lewis.” Among his criticism was the accusation that Lewis did not
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care much for the Sermon on the Mount. In Lewis’s “Rejoinder to Dr. Pittenger,”
he responded:
“As to “caring for” the Sermon on the Mount, if “caring for” here means
“liking” or enjoying. I suppose no one “cares for” it. Who can like being
knocked flat on his face by a sledge hammer? I can hardly imagine a more
deadly spiritual condition that that of a man who can read that passage with
tranquil pleasure.” (3)
As we would expect from Lewis, it was a perfect comeback. But it is also an
accurate statement of how the Sermon on the Mount affects any serious, believing
reader. The Beatitudes, carefully examined, descend upon us with eight
successively humiliating blows. Perhaps they make us question the genuineness of
our faith. Next comes the stunning metaphors of salt and light. Who can say he has
fulfilled such a dynamic witness? And if that is not enough, then comes the
statement, “Unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the
teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven” (v.20),
followed by six stringent illustrations of what our righteousness should be like,
each of them incredibly demanding, each impossible in our own strength. Almost
every line of the Sermon, taken to heart, will flatten us! It seems impossible!
Yes, it can be immensely discouraging, but at the same time there are few portions
of Scripture more encouraging than the Sermon on the Mount, for it pays us an
immense compliment. The fact Jesus commands us to live it means it is possible in
some sense. It is possible for all of us to progressively grow in our faith that all the
characteristics of the Sermon on the Mount become progressively evident in our
lives. Jesus believes we can consistently reflect the Sermon’s extraordinary level,
with his help.
We come now to the Sermon’s finale – the great commandment of love (5:43-48).
Here our Lord gives instruction for building an expansive love into our lives. It is
the most concentrated expression of the Christian love ethic in personal relations
found anywhere in the New Testament. And, again, though it is initially discouraging, it is ultimately encouraging. How does a believer love others? Jesus
typically began by restating the traditional teaching about love.
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Traditional Teaching about Love (v. 43)
“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” The
present passage cites an explicit Old Testament text (Leviticus 19:18) which
played a formative role for Jesus. Thus, when he was asked which of the (613)
commands was the greatest, his response was the combination of the Shema
(Deuteronomy 6:4-9) with love of neighbor (Leviticus 19:18). But the questioner
wanted more, so he pressed Jesus with a question: “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus
responded by illustrating that love of God must be attended by love for the
(wounded/dying) neighbor (Luke 10:25-37).
But the law was not limited to the 613. Alongside them stood innumerable
halakhic rulings, like the list of forty items that constituted “work” so one would
know how to keep the Sabbath, one of the 613. This discussion in Matthew 15:120 about hand purity reflects an additional ruling that needed to be observed in
order to be considered observant. Jesus calls these halakhic rulings
“heavy…burdens (23:4, and Peter observes that the weight of the Torah had
become burdensome (Acts 15:10).
The present passage adds something implied by some (not all) of Jesus’
contemporaries: “and hate your enemy.” Following this thesis Jesus forms an
antithesis: first, he gives his prescribed behavior (5:44 – love your enemies, pray
for your persecutors); second, he grounds that love-your enemy command in the
universal love of God for all humans (5:45). Third, Jesus interrogates his followers
by pushing back against an ethnic-family-only kind of love.
The Israelites had make such an addition (4) primarily because they were convinced
that the context of Leviticus 19:8 confines the definition of neighbor to a fellow
Israelite, and thus they would not tolerate any extension of the term to anyone else.
Moreover, they felt that God’s direction of the historic relations with other peoples,
such as his command to exterminate the Canaanites and the imprecatory Psalms,
supported (even called for) this hatred of others. The popular reasoning may have
been that if God commands love for “neighbor” then hatred for “enemies” is
implied. What they failed to take into account was the fact that those and similar
commands, including the imprecatory Psalms, were judicial – never individual. In
adopting this negative teaching they had to set aside the implications of other Old
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Testament passages that taught kindness toward one’s enemies – passages such as
Exodus 23:4, 5:
“If you come across your enemy’s ox or donkey wandering off, be sure to
take it back to him. If you see the donkey of someone who hates you fallen
down under its load, do not leave it there; be sure you help him with it.
Leviticus 19 provides another step toward “Love your enemy.”
“When an alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the
alien. The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among
you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of
Egypt: I am the Lord your God.” (vv. 33-34)
Notice how this verse echoes the language of Leviticus 19:18 – “love [the other] as
yourself” Leviticus commands to love not only our neighbor, but also the alien, or
stranger, as ourselves. See also Deuteronomy 22:1-4 and Proverbs 25:21, which
Paul quotes in Romans 12:20 as a reason to show love: “If your enemy is hungry,
give him food to eat; and if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.”
But by Jesus’ time, the hatred of foreigners was so institutionalized that the Jews
thought they were honoring God by despising anyone who was not Jewish. They
had come a long way – down! The Qumran sect was typical, for they said, “Love
the brother, hate the outsider.” The standard love in Jesus’ day was a limited love.
“I will love my neighbor [fellow Israelite], and I will hate everyone else. It is my
duty.” Perhaps the local Jerusalem Chamber of Commerce had this motto:
Believe as I believe, no more, no less.
That I am right, and no one else, confess;
Feel as I feel, think only as I think;
Eat what I eat, and drink but what I drink;
Look as look, do always as I do;
Then, and only then, will I fellowship with you.
--Source Unknown
In that context Jesus stepped in to provide nothing short of a radical hermeneutical
[interpretation of the Bible] guide for a proper observance of the Torah: love God
and love others. (5) This hermeneutic of Jesus, which Matthew will tell us later is a
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double hook from which hang all the Torah and the Prophets (22:34-40), is not a
criticism of the Torah itself but of what the Torah had become: fertile ground for
multiplying commandments. Jesus’ reduction of the 613 (plus rulings) to two –
love God, love neighbor – gave his disciples a divine guide for life.
That radical hermeneutic is given a new life by Jesus in our passage (5:43-48) to
put forward one of the most radical of Jesus’ moral directives: “love your
enemies.” (6) Jesus knew who they were; they were God’s elect people. Because
they were the elect, they knew where other people stood, and the Gentiles were
those “others”; whether they were sinners, neighbors, or enemies in the face of
Rome, they were still others. Those who thought of Gentiles as enemies were about
to be turned inside out in the kingdom game Jesus played. He was about to reveal
an Ethic from (so far) Beyond that it would boggle some of his audience.

The Lord’s New Teaching about Love (vv. 44-47)
Here’s where Jesus was, then; “neighbor” was the Jewish neighbor, the enemy was
Rome, and the “enemy” was dishing out persecution. Jesus counters with “Love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” Here the parallelism of Jesus
lines is addressing more or less the same command.
Love your enemy
Pray for those who persecute you.

(7)

The enemy is the persecutor; loving means at least praying for that person. This
passage hinges on the meaning of “love.” Briefly we remind ourselves of what
was said above on 5:31-32. Love must be defined by how God loves. From God’s
behaviors we learn that love is a “rugged commitment to be with someone as
someone who is for that person’s good and to love them unto God’s formative
purpose.” The eternal relations within the Trinity, commonly called the
perichoresis, or mutual indwelling and interpenetration, form the eternal
foundations for love, and God’s covenant relationship and commitment to Israel
reveals that God is one who enters into relationship (presence) as the God who is
for Israel’s good.
With that as our understanding of love, what Jesus says takes on a far more radical
meaning. Jesus commands his followers to commit themselves to be with their

232

enemies, which involves proximity and attentiveness, and to be the sort of person
who longs for and works for the good of the enemy. Because love cannot be
reduced to “toleration,” working for the good of another, including one’s enemies,
means striving for them to become the sort of person God wants them to be. If
love and praying are parallel expressions, and if love means what we have
described, then praying for those who persecute is not a cute formula designed to
get us over the hump of bad feelings or resentment but the concrete behavior of
going to God in the hope of reconciliation, love, justice, peace, and a kingdom
society. Praying and loving are mutually reinforcing – loving actions.
This is supremely radical! “To return evil for good is devilish; to return good for
good is human; to return good for evil is divine.” (8) That is true! to return good for
good is human, to pray for an enemy – a persecutor – is supremely divine! The
radicality of Jesus’ words is matched by their frequency of both quotation and
allusion in the early church. Jesus himself forgives enemy-persecutors at the cross
(Luke 23:34); Stephen does the same (Acts 7:60); Paul counsels the same response
(Romans 12:14; I Corinthians 4:12-13; 1 Thessalonians 5:15); and Peter, in the
midst of the fire of suffering, urges his readers to follow Jesus (1 Peter 3:9). One
has to think here of the Martyrdom of Polycarp and also Polycarp’s letter To the
Philippians 12:3, which has more than a notable connection to our antithesis:
“Pray for all the saints. Pray also for kings and powers and rulers, and for
those who persecute and hate you, and for the enemies of the cross, in order
that your fruits may be evident among all people, that you may be perfect in
him.”
Jesus commanded a love without limits that loves everyone regardless of what they
say or do to us. This is revolutionary, whatever one’s culture. In fact, if practiced
by you and me, it would change our entire community.

Practicing Unlimited Love (v. 44)
“Love your enemy” ultimately means love all humankind but this universal doesn’t
invalidate particular loyalties. The apostle Paul (Rav Sh’ul) captures the balance
well, “So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all,
and especially for those of the family of faith” (Galatians 6:10). Some critics think
Paul is watering down Yeshua’s teaching of universal love here, restoring that
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particularism that they thought Yeshua was eliminating. Once again, however, we
have to read Jesus’ message through the lens of Matthew 5:17 and the lens of
Torah. In reflecting the heart of Torah, Yeshua expands the particular love we are
to show to the house of Israel to embrace all humankind, but he doesn’t negate the
particular love for Israel. Paul does the same, applying the particular love not only
to the house of Israel, but to the family of faith. He notes that the more universal
love, “working for the good of all,” is not always possible, but is still our ideal.
Without grounding in a real community, our love is only theoretical and
sentimental, but if we limit it to our home community, our love falls short of the
standard that Messiah demonstrates.
Jesus ethic reverses the standard way of operating for he commands love for
enemies and pray for persecutors. Jesus insists that his followers choose to act in
the best interests of their adversaries. So if even an enemy must be an object of
love, no one is outside the scope of the believer’s concern. This is what love
means. Instead of retaliating Jesus’ disciples look for the ways to help all, even
their enemies. In addition to loving them, kingdom subjects pray for the very ones
who persecute them.
“If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?” Or what credit is that
to you? “Even enemies love those who love them” (Luke 6:32). Jesus clarifies his
reasons for these instructions. First, loving like this is observable proof that we
belong to God’s family. Every new day demonstrates God’s loving character, to
his friends and enemies alike the sun shines and the rain falls equally on the fields
of wicked and godly farmers. When Jesus’ followers love both friends and
enemies, they show that they belong to God’s family; they share the family traits.
Second, there is reward for returning love for hate. If we hate in response to hate,
hate escalates. What do we gain? We still have an enemy. If we love in response to
hate, however, we give love a chance to sprout. Third, if we do not love our
enemies, how are we different from unbelievers? Even low-down, scheming,
cheating, despised tax collectors – the scum of the earth as far as the Jews were
concerned – even they love their friends. If we greet only our brothers and sisters,
our fellow Christians, we are no better than the pagans; they too greet one another.
The question is “What more are you doing than others? As John Stott notes (9) “It is
not enough for Christians to resemble non-Christians; our calling is to outstrip
them in virtue.” Our love is to surpass (perisseuse/pleion) that of the Pharisees and
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Gentiles. Bonhoeffer puts it well: “What makes the Christian different from other
men … is ‘the more,’ the ‘beyond-all-that.’” (10)
What difference has Christ made to us, if we treat people no better than unbelievers
do? Jesus’ followers are lovers, lovers act in the best interests of others, even if
they are enemies. If we act as “children of the Father” this connection reveals that
Jesus’ kingdom is marked by shalom: to love and pray for the enemy is the first
step toward shalom.
Notice again the reward Jesus has in mind: “that you may be children of your
father in heaven.” If we take Luke 6:35 or Matthew 5:9 into consideration ‘that”
seems to indicate the consequence or the reward for love and prayer. C. S. Lewis
gave great direction when he wrote in Mere Christianity:
“The role of all of us is perfectly simple. Do not waste your time bothering
whether you “love” your neighbor, act as if you did. As soon as we do this
we find one of the great secrets. When you are behaving as if you loved
someone, you will presently come to love him. If you injure someone you
dislike, you will find yourself disliking him more. If you do him a good turn,
you will find yourself disliking him less … The differences between a
Christian and worldly man is not that the worldly man has only affections or
“likings” and the Christian has only “charity.” The worldly man treats
certain people kindly because he “likes” them; the Christian, trying to treat
every one kindly, finds himself liking more and more people as he goes on –
including people he could not even have imagined himself liking at the
beginning.” (11)
Summary Command (v. 48)
“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect,” (v. 48) completes 5:4347, but is also a fitting culmination to all of 5:21ff. The end of the chapter hinges
on one word – perfect.
The Greek word for perfect is teleios, in general means “completion, perfect,
mature, adult, full development.” Jesus probably didn’t speak Greek on this
occasion, if he ever did, so we are tempted to reconstruct which Hebrew or
Aramaic word Jesus would have used, and most chose salem or tam/tamim, in
which case the term would have meant “unblemished” or “whole.” (12) These terms
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are used to describe a number of key characters in the Torah. Thus, Genesis 6:9
describes Noah as “a righteous man, blameless [tamin] in his generation.” The
Hebrew word tamin appears again in Genesis, “When Abram was ninety-nine
years old, the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty, walk
before me and be blameless [tamin}. And I will make my covenant between me and
you … (Genesis 17:1-2). “When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a
man of the field, while Jacob was a quiet man [ish tam] who stayed in camp”
(Genesis 25:27).
We know that Noah, Abraham, and Jacob are not sinless or perfect in behavior.
They all grow and develop as characters throughout the biblical narrative, but they
have something in common – a wholehearted pursuit of God. They all grow to
increasingly reflect God’s character and attributes. It is this sort of wholehearted
emulation of God’s ways that Jesus commends in Matthew 5:48. And he reveals
that the key to achieving it is to love humankind without condition and without the
usual barriers of ethnic, religious, and national exclusion
With this background, we are ready to consider the practical implications of these
verses – which many readers have concluded to be altogether impractical! Is
Yeshua really laying out a way to live, or is this just a flowery, unrealistic vision of
the way life ought to be?
“Be perfect” can have nothing to do with sinfulness. For one thing, nothing else in
Matthew points to such an idea, and the Lord’s Prayer, in which one asks for daily
forgiveness, points directly away from it. For another, with the words, “if you,
then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children” (7:11), Matthew’s
Jesus displays his concord with Paul and the author of 1 John: there is none that is
righteous, and if we say we have not sinned, we deceive ourselves.
How then do we understand 5:48? Other passages help, so turn to the rich young
ruler episode (Matthew 19:16-30) where a rich young man asks Jesus what is
needed for eternal life. Jesus cites commandments from the Decalogue and
Leviticus’s imperative to love neighbor. Jesus challenges the man by listing God’s
expectations, and the list uses confirms substantively with the antitheses of 5:2148. Jesus refers to murder, adultery, divorce, swearing, turning the other cheek,
loving your enemies, and then perfection. Matthew 19:16-22 refers to murder,
adultery, stealing, bearing false witness (cf. swearing in Matt. 5), honoring parents,

236

loving your neighbor, and the call to perfection. Now throughout this section Jesus
has asked for a sort of perfection – not the perfection of being without sin but the
perfection of what we might call completeness. He means something like
“completely obedient to God (as especially revealed in the Torah).” The notion,
then, is not the rigor of sinlessness but the rigor of utter devotion.
But commitment to the fullness of God’s Torah does not quite satisfy most readers
of 5:48 since there seems to be more involved. Perhaps the more neglected feature
in probing the meaning of “perfect” is the word “as” connects “perfect” to God,
revealing that ethics are derived from the character of God. Another connection is
Luke 6:36 “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” A careful reading of 5:48
as the summary of 5:43-47, which focused on love or mercy for one’s enemies
because of God’s love for all gives us the key. The “perfect” of God in this text is
his love for all. Thus, Jesus is urging his followers to be “perfect in love” or to
“love completely” in the sense they are to love not only fellow Jewish neighbors
but also enemy neighbors. Yeshua urged his disciples to love all because God
loves all (5:45). The paraphrase as suggested by McKnight looks like this:
“Be perfect, that is, love both your fellow Jewish neighbors and the Roman
enemies in your midst … as your Father makes the sun to rise and the rain to
fall on all humans – Jews and Romans – so you are to be perfect in love as
your Father is perfect in love.” (13)
Thus we are to love all humans, Jews and Romans, as neighbors. (12) This view of
perfection lines up with Jesus’ own hermeneutical approach to the Torah. He
commands in Matthew 22:34-40 that the Torah (and the Prophets) hang on two
commands – to love God and to love one’s neighbor, and this fulfills the entirety of
God’s will. This too is surpassing righteousness (5:17-20).
This is the target for all Christians. The Law pointed to the perfection, the
completeness of God, exemplified by the authoritative interpretations given in
verses 21-47.
Carson writes:
“Just as in the OT it was the distinctive mark of Israel that they were set
apart for God to reflect his character (Lev. 19:2; cf. 11:44-45; 20:7, 26), so
the messianic community carries on this distinctiveness (cf. 1 Peter 1:16) as
the true locus of the people of God (cf. France, Jesus, pp. 61-62). This must

237

not encourage us to conclude that Jesus teaches that unqualified perfection is
already possible for his disciples. He teaches them to acknowledge spiritual
bankruptcy (v. 3) and to pray “Forgive us our debts” (6:12). But the
perfection of the Father, the true eschatological goal of the law, is what all
disciples of Jesus pursue.” (14)
Before quitting this chapter two final remarks need to be made. First, we may
observe that, in a way reminiscent of Matthew 5:43-48, other texts bring together
the themes of love, Sonship, and imitation of God. Ephesians 5:1-2 has this:
“Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ
loved us and gave himself up for us ….” 1 Peter 1:13-25 tells Christians that they
are “obedient children” of the divine Father, as such they are to be holy, for he is
holy, and they are to love one another deeply. The pattern appears once more in 1
John 4:7-12, which begins with these words: “Beloved, let us love one another,
because love is from God, everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.
Whoever does not have love does not know God, for God is love.” We evidently
have here a pattern common to early Christian moral teaching: because Christians
are the offspring of God they must behave as does God, which means above all
loving others.
Second, Jesus’ teaching on nonresistance and love of enemies has played an
important part in the writings of Rene Girard. Girard has explored in great detail
the scapegoat mechanism, and its role in human history. It is, he argues, our natural
tendency not to take responsibility for our guilt and failings but rather to lay blame
at the door of someone else, and also our natural tendency to go further and turn
that someone else into a scapegoat, the recipient of our frustration, anger, and
violence. This is true not only on the individual level but also on a collective level:
human institutions often incorporate a legitimatized violence that satisfies the
human need for a scapegoat. But Girard urges that this mechanism is undone by
Matthew 5:38-48. Here our enemy is not the recipient of our pent-up violence but
the object of our love. In that circumstance, there can be no scapegoat. (15)
Enemy love is a posture toward every human we meet – those we claim to love and
don’t – those who never sit at the table with us – those we label and libel – all
whom we treat as enemies. Love is to treat others as we treat ourselves but even
more it is the rugged commitment to be with someone as someone who is for them
in order to foster Christlikeness.
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CHAPTER 14
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 6:1-6

CHRISTIANITY WITHOUT HYPOCRISY

“Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by
them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. So when you
give to the needy, do not announce it with instruments, as the hypocrites do in the
synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. Truly I tell you, they have
received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left
hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.
Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”
And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in
the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they
have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the
door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is
done it secret will reward you.” (Matthew 6:1-6) (1)

Once when I was a small kid I bought a chocolate candy bar with peanuts – a real
treat. Walking along I unwrapped it and broke off a piece to eat. Fortunately I
glanced down at the chocolate bar before I put it in my mouth. When I did so I
dropped it with a shout. It was alive! Inside what looked like a perfectly ordinary
bar of chocolate and nuts were hundreds of tiny wriggling worms.
Jesus didn’t know about chocolate, but he did know about things that looked fine
on the outside but were rotten on the inside. Here, at the heart of the Sermon on the
Mount, we find his shrewd comments on what it means to live a life that is, so to
speak, solid chocolate all the way through.
The word “piety”, (KNT) as used in the first verse, is actually the same as the word
“covenant behavior” in 5:20. It’s a many-sided word especially in Matthew’s
gospel, but at the center of it is the sense of the obligation which Israel had to God
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because of being his special people. In chapter 5, this focuses more on the law and
on what it means to keep (or not to break) that law in one’s inner life and
motivation. Now, in chapter 6, the focus is, to begin with, on the three things that
Jews saw, and still see as standard obligations: giving money, praying and fasting.
In each case (we shall come to fasting presently) Yeshua’s point is the same. What
matters is the motive. If these religious duties are done with an eye on the
audience, they become rotten to the core.
Jesus doesn’t say that these outward things don’t matter. Giving money to those in
need, praying to God day by day and fasting when it’s appropriate – he assumes
people will continue to do all of these. What matters is learning to do them simply
to and for God himself, who easily gets squeezed out of religion if we’re not
careful. The motive for righteous living cannot be the praise of men. It must never
be visible for the purpose of gaining personal acclaim. Righteous conduct must be
visible so that God may be glorified.
Jesus also assumes there is benefit to be had from doing these things. Many people
imagine that he is asking us to do everything with no thought of reward, and are
then rather shocked when he repeats, three times, his belief that our heavenly father
will repay us (verses 4, 6, 18). Clearly, Jesus is not so bothered about the notion of
disinterested behavior or “altruism,’ as we sometimes are. In fact, what he says is
far more realistic. If we struggle to clear our hearts of any desire to do something,
so that we are acting from totally pure motives, we will always find a little corner
of desire somewhere – even the desire to behave altruistically! Then, instead of
looking away from ourselves and towards God, we find ourselves focusing back on
ourselves again, wanting to please not God but our own ideal of lofty, disinterested
action.
Jesus, instead, wants us to be so eager to love and please God that we will do
everything we should do for his eyes alone. Other eyes will be watching from time
to time, and it’s very easy, particularly for ministers and others who are involved
professionally with leading worship, to “perform” for them rather than for God
alone.
For that reason he gives quite specific instructions about how to be sure of
integrity, of the outward appearance being matched by the inner reality. When you
give money away, do your best simply to forget about it. You may have to record it
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in your next tax return, but even that could suggest a calculating spirit and the
point here is to match the outgoing, spontaneous generosity of God himself. The
best way to be sure is for nobody else to know.
The same applies to prayer. What you are in private is what you really are. Go into
your inner room and talk to your father. You don’t have to make a song and dance
about it, and indeed the fewer people know you’re doing it the better. Nor do you
have to go on mouthing pious phrases. You may find there are forms of words
which help, as a framework or a starting point; Jesus is about to give the disciples
the framework he particularly recommends. But the point is to do business with
God, one to one.
Jesus doesn’t say what kind of reward we should expect. That, too, is part of the
point. Simply knowing God better is reward enough; but there may be other things
as well. You never know till you try. What is clear is he is inviting his followers to
a life in which inside and outside match perfectly because both are focused on the
God who sees in secret.
The central theme of the Bible presents: Yahweh is the one and only God. He has
entered into a covenant relationship with Israel in order to bless the world through
Israel, and this God ransomed Israel from slavery in Egypt, gave Israel its mode of
being, led Israel to the Land, and sustained, protected, disciplined, and restored
Israel. In Israel’s Story, God is preeminent. Observance of the Torah is to be done
before God. God-centered obedience glorifies God by making God preeminent.
The Sermon on the Mount exposes the state of the heart of the believer. First, the
Beatitudes (vv. 3-12) provide us with a description of the ideal character of the true
believer. Then after two convicting metaphors (vv. 13-16) we are given six
illustrations of the surpassing righteousness to which we are called (vv. 20-48), a
righteousness that supersedes and fulfills that of the scribes and Pharisees – and
indeed that of the Old Testament. This expose’ of the heart (seeing ourselves as we
are) brings us to an honest admission of what we really are, and it is not a pretty
picture.
However, that is ultimately good because seeing ourselves as we are opens us to
God’s grace. The Sermon on the Mount not only exposes the believer’s heart but
defines it. When we see our spiritual wretchedness, we are candidates for spiritual
greatness (5:3). Or as Pascal said, “Man is great insofar as he is wretched.”
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The picture exposes that humans want to usurp the place of God, making
themselves the center of the Story. This happens at two levels in our passage: on
the one hand, humans have a proclivity to usurp the place of God by sitting in
judgment on one another, which is why humans seek the approval of others; on the
other hand, we seek the approval of others instead of the pleasure of God in our
behaviors because, as it often turns out, they will give us what we want (whereas
God gives us what is good and right).
None of us completely meets the standards of the Sermon on the Mount. But at the
same time, if we are true believers, something of the character of the kingdom,
something of each of the Beatitudes, will be authentically present in our lives –
spiritual poverty, humility, spiritual thirst, mercy, peacemaking. Along with this
there will be the presence of the surpassing righteousness of Christ. We may fail at
times, but we will practice righteousness. Anger, adulterous thoughts, insincere
talk, and retaliation will progressively vanish from our lives. Agape love will
become characteristic of us. When we are filled with the Holy Spirit and with his
Word, including the explicit teaching of the Sermon on the Mount, we will practice
righteousness.
However, this is where the danger lies. For once you begin to fulfill the
righteousness of God, once you are flying spiritually, once you are living a life full
of good deeds, it is very easy to begin “do[ing] your ‘acts of righteousness’ before
men, to be seen of them.”

Jesus’ Warning to be Righteous (v. 1).
Jesus’ warning is “Be careful, not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to
be seen by them…” This “careful” is a term he uses in addressing the Pharisees
(16:6, 11, 12) and the wayward (7:15, 16:17), concerns “righteousness”
(dikaiosyne). The term in Hebrew would have been s daqa, can refer to pious
deeds that express Torah observance.
In normal, everyday conversation most of us, if we are wise, have learned to use
absolute words such as always and every sparingly. We know that statements such
as, “You always leave your dishes on the table” or “Every time I want to talk to
you, you’re watching television” or “You always want to be in control” can get us
into hot water. This is also true regarding Biblical statements. We must be careful
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not to absolutize them if they are not absolute. But Jesus’ words here are absolute.
Jesus is saying, “Anyone who does a good deed so as to be seen and appreciated by
others will lose his or her reward, no matter how “good” and beneficial the deed is.
Absolutely no exceptions!” It is possible for a believer to take a leper’s ulcerated
limb in his hands and caress it and gently speak words of comfort and have no
reward from God. It is possible to pray for your enemies and have no reward. It is
possible to preach like an angel and have no reward. Why? Because it is possible
to do all these things for the recognition of men and not of God.
Jesus is here speaking of motivation and intention. He pounds the hammer down
on hypocrisy. His appeal is not to the inherent goodness of an action but to God,
what God says and to God’s people being listeners. (2) The reward involves living
in God’s world in God’s way, and such living brings glory to God and blessing and
eternal life. Jesus motivates his followers to do good things on the basis of reward
often (cf. 5:12; 16:41-42; 20:8). This is not works of righteousness but framing
moral behaviors before a God who is judge. (3)
Jesus’ First Illustration: Almsgiving (vv. 2-4)
The first of our Lord’s illustrations has to do with almsgiving, giving to the needy
as an act of mercy (the actual Greek word has within it the root word for mercy).
This verse is the same as that of 5:17-20 vis-à-vis 5:21-48: we have here a heading
for the subsequent paragraphs. This heading announces the topic – right practice
must be accompanied by right intention, condemns improper practice – true piety
is not for show, and speaks of eschatological loss –“you have no reward from your
Father in heaven.”
“So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the
hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others.
Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.”
The wrong way is to blow your own horn, which is precisely what Jesus is saying
if he was using symbolic language. If he was speaking of a literal practice, he was
probably describing the sound of the temple trumpets that called citizens to come
and give. What a great opportunity to show off! But there could be some
connection with the “sophar chests” that were set up in the temple and the
provinces [Mishnah Sheqalim 1:3, 2:1; 6:1-5, Tosefta Shequlim 2:16). If these
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trumpet-shaped receptacles could be made to resound when coins were thrown into
them, thereby calling attention to the giver, our verse may have been a polemical
barb at this practice. When one threw in your coins against the side of trumpet
mouth the coins would make a clanging noise. Perhaps the warning is “Let the
coins slip in from your hand so quietly that cannot be heard as far away as the left
hand.”
Interpretations boil down to two: blowing trumpets is either a physical activity (a
trumpet blowing aloud or the shofar chest in the temple noisily clanging when
someone’s coins hit them as they entered the chest), or it is a figurative expression
for acts done to be noticed by others. They thought they were something! “Hey
folks, look at my zeal! Big giver on the way to the temple here!” But Jesus called
them “hypocrites.” Actors (4) was Jesus’ idea. They were pretending to be
something they were not. They were assuming a false identity, putting on a
theatrical display. The truth is, they were not giving for the glory of God, or even
for benefit of the needy. They were giving for the praise of men. The form of
deceit in our text appears to be both self-deceit and the attempt to deceive others.
Intent (6:2c)
The intent of the feigned behavior rises to the surface in each section in the
passage, “to be honored”; stands alongside “to be seen by others (6:5c) and “to
show others they are fasting” (6:16c). A world of revelation is at work in these
intent statements. The act itself is not the problem, not even its visibility, but
instead the act itself is transformed into hypocrisy and self-preoccupation when the
intent is attraction to oneself.
Amen … Reward (6:2d)
These words, repeated in each paragraph, are damning words and are a form of
incisive ironic indirection like the “least in the kingdom” in 5:19. Their reward will
be what humans give the ostentatious givers in synagogue and on the street
corners.
Alternative Observance (6:3-4a)
Next Jesus describes the right way to be charitable:
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“But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your
right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father,
who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”
Our Lord uses an extreme, absurd illustration to emphasize the intense privacy that
should be present when we give to help others. How does one give “in secret”?
Luther’s words get to the point of Jesus well: it is about “singleness of heart” and
means that “the heart is not ostentatious or desirous of gaining honor and
reputation from it, but is moved to contribute freely regardless of whether it makes
an impression and gains the praise of the people or whether everyone despises and
profanes it.” (5) When we give, our giving must be so hidden that the left hand (6)
does not even see what is happening. The idea is, not only are we not to tell others
of our giving – we are not to make a big deal of it to ourselves. We are so subtly
sinful that we will refrain from an outward show in giving and then pat ourselves
on the back for our profound humility. We must guard against this. Do not keep
track. Do not give yourself merit marks. Forget your goodness. Follow God. Do it,
and forget it.
What are the guiding principles we can draw from this? The true believer gives and
serves to praise God – not for the fleeting approval of man. Also, our lives are to
be given to uncalculating generosity; and as we help others we must guard our eyes
from wandering from those we are helping to the observers. To develop a beforeGod-alone approach to piety we must become more introspective, asking “Why am
I doing this?” and “Who is watching me?” We also need to ask about our
pleasures: “What is it about this religious deed that brings me pleasure?”
Regarding this matter of rewards, we are in error if we believe we must never seek
rewards. C.S. Lewis chased the criticism of appealing to rewards in Christian
ethics into the hinderlands in these memorable words:
“Indeed, if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the
staggering nature of rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that
our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted
creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is
offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a
slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at
the sea. We are far too easily pleased.
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We must not be troubled by unbelievers when they say that this promise of
reward makes the Christian life a mercenary affair. There are different kinds
of rewards. There is the reward which has no natural connection with the
things you do to earn it and it is quite foreign to the desires that ought to
accompany those things. Money is not the natural reward of love; that is
why we call a man a mercenary if he marries a woman for the sake of her
money. But marriage is the proper reward for a real lover, and he is not
mercenary for desiring it … The proper rewards are not simply tacked on to
the activity itself in consummation. There is also a third case, which is more
complicated. An enjoyment of Greek poetry is certainly a proper … reward
for learning Greek; but only those who have reached the stage of enjoying
Greek poetry can tell from their own experience that this is so … enjoyment
creeps in upon the mere drudgery, and nobody could point to a day or an
hour when the one ceased and the other began. But it is just insofar as he
approaches the reward that he becomes able to desire it for its own sake,
indeed the power of so desiring it is itself a preliminary reward …”
Now, if we are made for heaven, the desire for our proper place will be
already in us.” (7)
We must use caution in talking about rewards because it can suggest to some that
we earn our way into the kingdom of God. But what the Jewish context above has
shown, and what Lewis then develops is `only a flat-footedness leads us to works
righteousness when we see the word “reward.” A fuller theology, one that balances
the rhetoric of motivation, a theology of grace and demand, as well as recognition
of the thirst within us to live out what God is doing in us, leads us to a renewed
embrace of the rhetoric of reward. (8) Men who do works so they will be seen by
men receive the applause of men. Those who do works for God’s glory receive
God’s smile. The reward for the latter is overwhelming – and always will be.

Jesus’ Second Illustration: Praying (vv. 5-7)
Prayer begins in the Bible with God’s speaking to humans to communicate with
them (Genesis 1:28-30; 2:16-17). Human prayer is a response to God’s word to
humans. Because humans take the fullness of experience to God, prayer connects
to everything. Thus, one form of prayer emerges from sacrifice, another from
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worship, another from intercession, another from petition and pleading, and yet
another to managing a home or loving one’s husband or nurturing one’s children.
Prayer was and is both a spontaneous act and a recitative act. Israelites recited
prayers as a routine form of piety at prescribed hours of prayer (Psalm 55:17;
Daniel 6:10; Acts 3:1). Jews developed customary prayers, the most notable of
which appears to be the Amidah, or the Eighteen Benedictions, which was
accompanied by the recitation of the Shema and Ten Commandments. (9)
These recited prayers had other noteworthy dimensions. Jews prayed three times a
day: before going to bed, when they arose, and at afternoon (roughly 3 p.m.). This
means they prayed whenever they were at the hour of prayer, but it so happens that
some hypocrites planned where to be at the hour of prayer – that is, the planned to
be conspicuous at the time of prayer.
In verse 5, Jesus describes the wrong way to pray:
“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray
standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell
you the truth, they have received their reward in full.”
These hypocrites like to engage in ostentatious public-prayer in two places – at
street corners and in the synagogues. Opportunities for their street corner
performances came at the time of the daily afternoon temple sacrifice and during
public fasts when the trumpets were blown as a sign that it was time to pray.
Whenever a devout man was on the street, he stopped, faced the temple, and
prayed. It was a perfect opportunity to let everybody see your stuff. You could
time your afternoon stroll so that when the trumpet sounded, you were on a very
prominent corner where you could lift your hands and pray for all to hear – just as
the Pharisee did in Luke 18:11.
Synagogue prayer was led by a member of the congregation who stood before the
Ark of the Law, raised his hands, and held forth. It was easy to become preachy,
using all the right clichés, dramatic pauses, and voice variations to impress the
crowd. The ecclesiastic exhibitionists loved it!
But Jesus had other ideas.
Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 6:5 is about that kind of prayer, the publicly recited
prayer at (roughly) specific times in the day, not about spontaneous prayers one
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uttered in the everyday bustle of life. Jesus zeros in on publicly recited prayers said
by observant Jews in public places and excoriates the habit of praying publicly in
order to be observed by others.
“But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your
Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret,
will reward you.” (v. 6)
Jesus was not condemning public prayer. He was condemning the desire to be seen
praying publicly. The early church thrived on public prayer, as the opening
chapters of Acts so beautifully attest (see 1:24; 3:1; 4:24ff). Jesus was emphasizing
that prayer is essentially a conversation between the believer and God. It is
intrinsically private, not exhibitionist. Man is to shut out every distraction and
focus on God. In verse 7 Jesus added further advice: “And when you pray, do not
keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their
many words.” Our Lord was not and is not impressed with a lot of words. He is
impressed with what the heart is saying.
In the life of Yeshua, prayer was not merely a function: it was a lifestyle. Prayer
punctuated every chore, every ritual, every daily task. Whenever first-century
Jewish people rolled out of bed in the morning, whenever they washed their hands,
whenever they lit a candle, whenever they drank, whenever they ate, whenever
they glimpsed a rainbow, they whispered a prayer. Many of the prayers were single
sentences. Most were recited in specific ways.
These prayers were not spoken merely because someone had needs that God could
fulfill; these prayers were prayed because the Jewish people lived every part of the
lives as people who were united with God through an unbreakable covenant.
Prayer was not merely a means to receive something from God; it was a persistent
expression of their life in God. The Hebrew term tefillah (prayer) has nothing to do
with receiving anything from God. The central implication of tefillah is “to discern
what is in oneself.”
This comes right down to where we live. Our Lord shows us here just how terrible
and entrenched our sin is. We tend to regard sin as something that affects us when
we are far away from God, like the prodigal son. But sin is far more subtle and
ingrained than that. It intrudes into the very highest and holiest of acts. It is
understood by all that when believers are engaged in prayer that is the ultimate
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activity in which their souls can be engaged. A telling photograph of sin is of
someone on his knees in prayer pouring his soul out to God in worship, only to
have the prayer dissolve into preoccupation with self so that he is really
worshipping himself. Sadly, innumerable prayers, public and private, never rise
beyond self.
Consider a petition you may have heard recently: “Your kingdom come” – but, of
course, we want the soundtrack for the coming of the kingdom and the carpet in his
palace to suit our personal tastes. Another common prayer: “Let your will be done”
– but heaven forbid that God’s will might require me to embrace the person who
chafes my nerves. Such prayers are pious, perilous, unsafe – and insincere.
Perhaps a few questions would help us. Do I pray frequently or more fervently
when I am alone with God than when I am in public? Is my public praying an
overflow of my private prayer? What do I think of when I am praying in public?
Am I looking for “just the right” phrase? Am I thinking of the worshipers more
than of God? Am I a spectator to my own performance? Is it possible that the
reason more of my prayers are not answered is because I am more concerned about
bringing my prayer to men than to God?
We can be sure that Jesus meant exactly what he said: “Be careful not to do your
‘act of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no
reward from your Father in heaven” (v. 1).
When we honestly face the truth of this, it is sobering, even terrifying. When we do
works of mercy, do we play the crowd, however small it may be? When we pray,
do we pray to God or to men? Asking ourselves these questions can be painful. But
Remember Pascal’s paradox “Man is great insofar as he is wretched.” If we see our
problem in all its wretchedness, then we are in a position to receive grace.
What is the answer? First, absolute honesty. Second, we need to remember that
God sees all. The psalmist in Psalm 139 says, “If I make my way to the heavens,
you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there” (v. 8). He sees and
knows all. He knows the words that are forming on our lips. Each day we should
pray something like this: “God, because you know all things, you know my
motivations. God help me to live my life for you.”
Martyn Lloyd-Jones writes:
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“He is everywhere. “Take heed that ye do not your righteousness before
men.” Why? “Else ye have no reward with your Father which is in heaven.”
He sees it all. He knows your heart; other people do not. You can deceive
them, and you can persuade them that you are quite selfless; but
God knows your heart … I sometimes feel that there is no better way of
living and trying to live, the holy and sanctified life than just to be constantly
reminding ourselves of that. When we wake up in the morning we should
immediately remind ourselves and recollect that we are in the presence of
God. It’s is not a bad thing to say to ourselves before we go any further:
“Throughout the whole of this day, everything I do, and say, and attempt,
and think, and imagine, is going to be done under the eye of God. He is
going to be with me; He sees everything; He knows everything. There is
nothing I can do or attempt but God is fully aware of it all: ‘Thou God seest
me.’” It would revolutionize our lives if we always did that.” (10)
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CHAPTER 15
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 6:7-15

THE LORD’S PRAYER

The Prayer of the Talmidim (Disciples)
Yeshua scrambled up the side of massive rock and sat atop the stone. Silhouetted
against the sapphire sky, his tan tunic snapping in the wind, he began to teach. His
words rang across the hills like the blasts of a shofar:
“And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand
and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be
seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But
whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your
Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.
When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for
they think that this will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like
them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”
Yeshua turned his face upward and stretched out his hands, smiling as he spoke.
This, then, is how you should pray:
Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
as we have forgiven our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,

252

but deliver us from the evil one.’
For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly
Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your
Father will not forgive your sins.”
(Matthew 6:9-13)
Parallel Jewish Prayers
“Magnified and sanctified be His great name in the world which He created
according to His will. And may He establish his kingdom during your life
and during your days, and during the life of all the house of Israel, speedily
and in the near future … Blessed, praise and glorified be the Name of the
Holy One, blessed be He, beyond all blessings and hymns, praises and song
that are uttered in the world.”
From the Kaddish
“Our God and the God of our fathers … remove our guilt and blot out our
iniquities, as you promised … Blessed be Adonai, who forgives
transgressions, the king of the universe, the one who sanctifies Israel and the
Day of Atonement.
Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) Prayer
“Lead me not into sin, or into inequity, or into temptation. And may the
good inclination have sway over me and let not the evil inclination have
sway over me.”
Rabbinic Prayer

(1)

Near the center of the Sermon on the Mount, at the disciples request (Luke 11:1),
Jesus offers a model prayer for kingdom people. Christian tradition has called it the
“the Lord’s Prayer,” or the “Our Father.” Sometimes it is referred to as the
“Disciples Prayer.” Jesus contrasts the sort of praying he has in mind with the sort
that went on in much of the non-Jewish world. We know from many writings and
inscriptions that many non-Jews did indeed use multiple formulae in their prayers:
long, complicated magic words which they would repeat over and over in their
anxiety to persuade some god or goddess to be favorable to them. Such prayers are
often marked by a note of uncertainty. There are many divinities in the ancient
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pagan world, and nobody quite knew which one might need pacifying next, or with
what formula.
Indeed, prayer is one of life’s great mysteries. Most people pray at least
sometimes; some people, in many very different religious traditions, pray a great
deal. At its lowest, prayer is shouting into a void on the off-chance there may be
someone out there listening. At its highest, prayer merges into love, as the presence
of God becomes so real that we pass beyond words and into a sense of his reality,
generosity, delight and grace. For most Christians, most of the time, it takes place
somewhere in between those two extremes. To be frank, for many people it is not
just a mystery but a puzzle. They know they ought to do it but they aren’t quite
sure how. They have no framework.
If you were to preach or teach this passage you probably should not try to say
anything fresh about it but let traditional significance shape what you say. There is
value in its heritage. Perhaps a closer look at the entire passage will help.
If you look closely at Matthew 6:7-15 you may notice it is an intrusion into what is
otherwise a tightly organized section. If you regard 6:1 as the theme verse and then
look at the units on almsgiving (6:2-4), prayer (6:5-6), skip the next unit (6:7-15,
and then fasting (6:16-18), you will easily observe an almost obsessive
organization of those sections. Matthew 6:7-15 doesn’t fit in two ways: it isn’t
concerned with acts of piety done by Jewish “hypocrites” to impress others but
with long-winded, gassy prayers by Gentiles designed to manipulate God into
answering; second, grammatically and syntactically 6:7-8 isn’t like 6:2-4, 5-6, or
16-18, but varies significantly. Along this line, 6:9-13, the Lord’s Prayer itself, has
no similar type of positive instruction in the other sections of 6:1-18; moreover
6:14-15 is yet another intrusion – a parenthetical set of lines that form a
“commentary” on 6:12. Today, an author would have put 6:14-15 into a footnote at
the end of 6:12.
While the Sermon begins with beatitudes and ends with a parable, at its center is a
liturgical prayer. From the earliest times of which we are aware, this prayer has
served Christians and has been and remained the greatest prayer of the church. The
church’s greatest minds have consistently treated it so and have used it to preach
thousands of sermons on prayer and basic Christian doctrine. The Didache, likely
written in the first century, suggests Christians pray this prayer three times every
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day (8:2-3), and in the early centuries it became a part of the weekly liturgy of the
church. In the early church such notables as Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Tertullian,
Cyril of Jerusalem, and Cyprian published expositions of the Lord’s Prayer. Later
the greatest of the ancient theologians, Augustine, followed suit. Dante devoted the
eleventh canto of the Purgatorio to the Lord’s Prayer. Meister Eckhart, the
medieval Dominican mystic and theologian, used the categories of the Lord’s
Prayer to sum up scholastic theology. Martin Luther preached a volume of
exposition on the Lord’s Prayer. And the famous Westminster Catechism of the
Presbyterian churches bases its last nine questions on the Lord’s Prayer. (2) The
Lord’s Prayer is without a doubt the greatest prayer of the Christian church.
This prayer of Yeshua is not just a pedagogical prayer; it has a theological function
as well. At its core it articulates a theology and an ethic of the kingdom of God that
should shape our lives. Jesus has made it clear in Matthew that the single most
important influence on the way we live the Christian life is how we think about
God. For Jesus, theology (how we think about God) determines practice (how we
live our lives). Here Jesus stresses how important it is for us to think of God as
Father, and to know the intimacy of a Father-son relationship with him. He
summons us to focus our thoughts on the coming of the Kingdom of God, and he
does that by teaching his disciples the “Lord’s Prayer.”
As a daily prayer, the Lord’s Prayer functions not only as a petition for God’s care,
it is also a daily affirmation. The prayer proceeds to connect us to both dimensions.
The prayer’s six petitions are absolutely perfect for every man or woman who has
ever lived. This tradition calls for “You” petitions and “We” petitions – those
directed at God and those directed for others. Its initial focus is upward, with its
first three requests having to do with God’s glory. The remaining three requests are
for our well-being. God first, man second – that is the ideal order of the prayer. His
glory before our wants. This is parallel to the Ten Commandments: the first four of
which have to do with God’s glory and the last six with man’s well-being. The
prayer is the perfect prayer. It is a perfect pattern for the followers of Christ, and its
depth cannot be exhausted by exposition. No matter how one advances in the
matter of prayer, it remains the model and the challenge.
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This section, then, draws on the contrast between pagan piety and God’s design.
Pagan theology involves a god who can be manipulated in contrast with this view
Jesus teaches a God who already knows and can be trusted. This passage also
draws out Israel’s strict monotheism (Exodus 20:3-5; Deuteronomy 6:4-8) and the
Story of Israel in the interaction with pagan gods, including the golden calf episode
in Exodus 32 and Elijah’s challenge of the Baalim on Mount Carmel in 1 Kings 18
as well as the standard trope against idolatry in the prophets (e.g., Isaiah44:6-20).
Further, what Jesus teaches here expresses again the ongoing Jewish denunciation
of pagan gods and religion practices (e.g. 1 Maccabees 2). (3)
God, the one and only true God, who loves Israel as a father loves his children,
forms the foundation of the theology of the Lord’s Prayer. But the content of the
prayer is shaped by hope: this is preeminently a prayer that expresses a longing for
God’s promises for Israel and the earth to come true. It mirrors the Magnificat of
Mary (Luke 1:46-55) and the Benedictus of Zechariah (1:67-79), but instead of
announcing the dawn of the kingdom, this prayer teaches the disciples to orient
prayers toward the dawn of the kingdom. As the Son of the Father, Jesus shows the
disciples how he himself prays to the Father. Using this prayer, then, is one way of
entering into the perichoretic, or inner-relational life, of the Trinity: this prayer
reveals how God communicates with God.
What the Lord’s Prayer provides, here at the heart of the Sermon from the Mount,
is a framework. Jesus doesn’t say you should always use identical words, and
actually when Luke gives his version of the prayer it is different in small but
interesting ways (Luke 11:2-4). The NIV’s “when you pray” is identical to “when
you give to the needy” (6:2), “when you pray” (6:5), “when you fast” (6:16, but
“when” does not bring to the surface that the Greek construction in 6:7 varies from
the Greek in 6:2, 5, 16. (4) One way of translating this in a way that reflects the
Greek variation from the pattern in 6:2, 5, 16 would be to translate it as “In your
praying…” Such a translation tips the reader off to the variation and prevents one
from thinking there are actually four identical sections in 6:1-18.
Jesus observation about Gentile prayer is common in Judaism: “do not keep on
babbling like pagans.”(5) The Greek word behind our “babble” is a bit of a mystery
when it comes to origins, but the Greek word (buttalogeo) creates the impression
of mindless babbling. (6) At the end of this verse the word “many words”
(polylogia) is used, and it permits us to combine it with “babble” to see Jesus’
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criticism directed at a nonstop prattling in the presence of God. Jesus’ focus is on
intent. The pagan intent was the belief that if they were long-winded or prayed
long enough or if they showed their sincerity by going on and on, God would hear
them. In contrast, Jesus teaches the goodness and love of God, and speaks of God’s
loving care of all (5:43-48), calling God Father. The key to being heard by God is
not the form or number of one’s words but having a Father-son relationship with
him. As sons of God (Galatians 3:26-27), there is no need to labor to induce his
attention – they already have it. He is aware of their situation and need even before
they ask!
Contrary to pagan perceptions of who God is, Jesus’ Father knows needs before
God’s people ask. Perhaps this idea is from one of the predictions about the new
heavens and the new earth from Isaiah 65:24: “Before they call I will answer;
while they are still speaking I will hear.”
This does not say the Father knows what they will ask before they ask but that the
Father knows their needs before they make them known. Jesus’ intent is not to
discourage his followers from petitioning the Father but from thinking they can
manipulate or cajole God. It means that the major intent of the Lord’s Prayer is to
reveal a short prayer in contradiction to the long prayers of the pagans. Few
prayers say so much in such few words. Good examples of “short” prayers can be
found in the Psalms, none perhaps more notable than Psalm 23.
Already by Jesus’ day the Jewish patterns of prayer were well established, with
short but powerful prayers to be said three times a day. Maybe Jesus intended this
prayer to be used like that as well. Matthew’s text reads: “This, then, is how we
should pray.” It has indeed become the time-honored framework for regular daily
praying.

Introduction to the Prayer
“This, then, is how you should pray.”
Matthew’s “this” and “how” translate houtos, an adverb. One could translate,
“Pray thusly.” That is, the Lord’s Prayer is how the disciples are to pray, and this
would throw emphasis on the brevity and directness of the Lord’s Prayer. What
then does the prayer tell us about our regular approach to God? First, and so
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obvious that we might miss it, the prayer is deeply meaningful. It isn’t a magic
formula, an “abracadabra” which plugs into some secret charm or spell. It is
something we can mean with our minds (though it will stretch our thinking) as well
as say it with our lips. It implies strongly that we humans can and should use our
ordinary language in talking to the creator of the universe, and that he wants and
intends us to do so. It implies, in other words, that we share with the one true God
a world of meaning which he wants us to explore. As a daily prayer, it functions
not only as a petition for God’s care, it also functions as a daily affirmation, a daily
pledge of allegiance if you will. We have no other allegiance. This is the heart of
worship itself – a covenant loyalty that transcends everything else in our lives and
orders the whole of lives under the sovereignty of God.
Second, the prayer is a comprehensive, “big picture” view of relationship with
God. In the prayer – at the direction of Jesus – we address the Creator as one who
is both immanent in relationship with us (“Father”) and transcendent beyond us
(“in heaven”). For Jews in Yeshua’s day, this title for God went back to God’s
action in the Exodus, rescuing Israel from Egypt and so demonstrating that “Israel
is my son, my first-born” (Exodus 4:22).
Third, this God is not a man-made idol. He is the living God, who dwells in
“heaven,” and longs to see his sovereign and saving rule come to birth on “earth.”
This is in fact, a prayer for the kingdom of God to become fully present: not for
God’s people to be snatched away from earth to heaven, but for the glory and
beauty of heaven to be turned into earthly reality as well, his very presence – will
be held in high honor everywhere. The first half of the prayer is thus all about God.
Prayer that doesn’t start there is always in danger of concentrating on ourselves,
and very soon it stops being prayer altogether and collapses into the random
thoughts, fears and longings of our own minds.
Fourth, the prayer is not simply about our allegiance to God, but it is also a
testimony of God’s commitment (yes, even allegiance) to us. God is immanent,
present to us, in our daily existence. Because this God is the creator, who loves his
world and his human creatures, we can ask him for everything we need in the safe
knowledge that he is far more concerned about it all even than we are ourselves.
Much of the rest of the chapter six spells this out. But if we are truly praying this
prayer to God’s honor, we can never simply pray for food for ourselves. We must
pray for the needs of the whole world, where millions go hungry and many starve.
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And already we may sense, bubbling up out of the prayer the realization that if we
truly pray it we might also have to do something about it, to become part of God’s
answer to our own praying. But more of that in due course.
Fifth, we pray for forgiveness. Unlike some religions, in which every single action
carries eternal and unbreakable consequences, at the heart of Judaism and Christianity lies the belief that, though human actions matter very deeply, forgiveness is
possible and, through God’s love can become actual. Jesus assumes that we will
need to ask for forgiveness not on one or two rare occasions but very regularly.
This is a sobering thought, but it is matched by the comforting news that forgiveness is freely available as often as need it.
There is, however, a condition, which remarkably enough is brought right into the
prayer itself: we ourselves must be forgiving people. Jesus takes an extra moment
afterward to explain why. The heart that will not open to forgive others will remain
closed when God’s own forgiveness is offered. Jesus will say more about this in
chapter 18.
The prayer ends with a somber and realistic note. Jesus believed that the great time
of testing was coming upon the world, and that he would have to walk alone into
its darkness. His followers should pray to be spared it. Even now, in the light of
Easter and with the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit, we still need to pray in
this way. There will come yet more times of crisis, times when all seems dark for
the world, the church, and in our own hearts and lives. If we follow a crucified
Messiah, we shouldn’t expect to be spared the darkness ourselves. But we must,
and may, pray to be kept from its worst ravages, and to be delivered from evil, both
in the abstract and in its personified form, “the evil one.”
Here is the framework Yeshua knew we would need. Here is your heavenly father
waiting and longing for you to use it day by day as you grow in your knowledge,
love and service of him. What is stopping you from making it your own?

“Our Father” (6:9)
Those who love God know God as Father. By calling God “Father” (7) Jesus’
focuses on his own relationship – he is Son – and the kind of relationship he wants
his followers to have (John 10:30). But first comes first: our “sonship,” or “familial
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relation with God as Father,” derives from and participates in the Son’s
relationship to the Father. We are not equal children but sons and daughters
through and in the Son’s filial relation with the Father (cf. Matthew 5:45; Galatians
3:26; 1 John 5:1). The prayer commits to the name of God, the kingdom of God,
and the will of God.
Long ago Joachim Jeremias explained that calling God “Father” was important to
Jesus and should be connected to justification and adoption in Pauline theology. (8)
The heart of the message of the term Abba meant something like “Daddy,”
partaking as it did in the intimacy of the Jewish family. Jeremias was right to point
to the intimacy dimension of the term. But he also pushed harder to suggest that
this was not only innovative and unique on the part of Jesus but transcended
Jewish religion, and on this scholarship has firmly pronounced Jeremias mistaken.
Calling God “Father” (Abba) is not unique to Jesus. (9) The first person known to
have used this exact phrase was the prophet Isaiah, who prayed:
“Look down from heaven … for you are our Father, though Abraham does
not know us and Israel does not acknowledge you; you, O Lord, are our
Father, our Redeemer from of old is your name” (Isaiah 63:15-16 [NRSV]).
In this prayer Isaiah beseechs God to act in his covenant role as the Father of the
Israelites by saving them from their enemies, something their deceased ancestors
Abraham and Jacob are no longer capable of doing. Here, for the first time, God is
referred to in prayer as “Our Father,” which is connected to his being in heaven.
In the Book of Jeremiah God himself calls on every Israelite to pray to him as the
heavenly Father:
“And I said: You shall call Me, My Father,” and not turn away from Me”
(Jeremiah 3:19. NKJV).
The prophet Malachi also emphasized God’s role as Father to all human beings:
“Have we not all one Father? Did not one God create us?” (Malachi 2:10
[NIV]).
Malachi is asking a rhetorical question and the answer is an emphatic: “Yes! We
all have the same heavenly Father because we were all created by the same God!
Every human being, whether Jew or Gentile, is God’s creation and we can all be
his children if we follow his path.
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Even after the time of Malachi – the last prophet of the Hebrew Bible – Jews
continued to call upon God as their heavenly Father. The Mishnah, which contains
the teachings of the early rabbis, relates that before the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 CE Jews used to pray: “Upon who shall we rely? Upon our Father in
heaven!” (Mishnah, Sota 9:15.)
Instead of its being unique, “Father” is characteristic of Jesus but would not have
been at all offensive in Judaism. All of Jesus’ prayers, except his cry of dereliction
(Mark 15:34), begin with “Father” (cf., Matthew 11:25-26; John 17). The term
“Father” brings together at least two attributes of God: his intimate love for his
children as well as his sovereign power, which is evoked with “in heaven.” To call
God “Father” in prayer is to receive that love, to know his power, and to seek to
embody his will, which are expressed in the You petitions of the Lord’s Prayer.
Even though God is addressed in prayer as Father in the Hebrew Bible and in early
Jewish literature, there is a singular difference in the case of Jesus. Jesus taught his
disciples to pray, as a matter of routine address, “Our Father” (6:9; Luke 11:2).
What he meant by “Abba” is what it meant in Judaism. The centrality he gave it,
however, reserved for it a special significance among his followers.
The Name
The Jews who came to hear Yeshua on that windswept Galilean hillside were
simple shepherds and farmers. They were, however, well-versed in the Hebrew
Bible, which was read aloud every week in their synagogues. When Yeshua spoke
to these simple people he chose his words carefully, knowing they would be
familiar with the biblical connotations of every expression and phrase. He knew
that when he spoke about God as Father this would immediately conjure up
numerous associations from the words of the ancient prophets. These simple Jews
knew that in the Hebrew Bible God is the Father of humankind, creating human
life and “establishing” his children by raising them, educating them, and providing
for them (Deuteronomy 32:6). God is a Father to the orphans who have no earthly
father to protect them (Psalms 68:5, 6). As our heavenly Father God expects us to
honor and respect him and he offers us privileges and rewards for being faithful to
his way (Malachi 1:6; Jeremiah 3:19). As our heavenly Father he lovingly reproves
us when we stray from the right path, but still has mercy on us even when we do
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not deserve it, and saves us from calamity when we get ourselves in trouble
(Proverbs 3:12; Psalms 103:13; Isaiah 63: 16; Psalm 89: 16-27).
One way in which the ancient Israelites expressed their love and appreciation of
God as their heavenly Father was through the names they gave their children. In
the Western world most people have no idea what their names mean, if they mean
anything at all. One of the exciting benefits of studying Scripture, and especially in
the original language, is that it unlocks the richness of Hebrew names. In Hebrew,
every name has a meaning and most names are short sentences.
The “name” of God is often referred to as the sacred tetragmmaton (the holy four
letters), often spelled YHWH and sometimes referred to as Yahweh. This name is
said to derive from God’s conversation with Moses in Exodus 3:13-15. Many
biblical names refer to God in his role as our heavenly Father, and most of these
names begin with Hebrew word Avi , meaning “my Father.” The simplest of these
names if Avi-el (Abiel), meaning “God is my Father” (1 Samuel 9:1). Other names
express the different ways that God acts as our heavenly Father, such as Avi-da
(Abida) “My Father knows” ; Avi-dan (Abidan) “my father judges” ; Avi-eze
(Abiezer), “my Father helps” ; and Avi-nadav, (Abinadab) “my Father gives
freely” (Genesis 25:4; Numbers 1:11; Joshua 1:2; 1 Samuel 7:1). There are also
names that praise God in his role as our heavenly Father, such as Avi-hud
(Abihud), “my Father is glorious” ; Avi-ram (Abiram), “my Father is exalted”;
Avi-tuv (Abitub), “my Father is good” ; Avi-shalom (Abishalom), “my Father is
peace,” and Avi-gayil (Abigail), “my Father is joy” ((1 Chronicles 8:3; Numbers
16:1; 1 Chronicles 8:11; 1 Kings 15:2; 1 Samuel 25:3).
One name that is particularly interesting is Avi-shua (Abishua), the name of the
great grandson of Aaron, the first High Priest and the brother of Moses (Ezra 7:5).
The name Avi-shua means “my father [provides] salvation,” or simply “my Father
saves.” This name is very similar to the name Eli-shua which means “my God
saves” (2 Samuel 5:15). If we take both names together they express the deep
religious devotion of the ancient Israelites that “my God, my Father provides
salvation.” When Yeshua of Nazareth taught the Jewish multitudes to pray to “our
Father in heaven,” he was conveying all of these Old Testament connotations that
were embedded in the hearts and minds, and even the names, of the Jews that came
to hear him teach.
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There are interesting variants on the Name in the New Testament, including both a
focus on the name of Jesus (Yeshua: Philippians 2:9) and the Trinitarian formula
(Matthew 28:18-20). Anything said of YHWH can be said of Jesus, or of the
Trinitarian God, but YHWH remains the Old Testament name for God. (10) In the
“lexicon” of the Bible and ancient Judaism, the “name” represents the person and
that person’s character. Not using the Name is not simply about protective speech
but about God – to honor God’s name is to honor God, the God who is so
impeccably perfect that language is to be given full consideration when speaking to
and about God.
Jews believe in a Messiah just as the Christians do. The big difference is that the
Jews believe that the Messiah will come whereas the Christians believe the
Messiah will come back! These differences aside, both Jews and Christians believe
in the same God and both can pray Avinu She-Ba-Shamayim, “our Father in
heaven.”

“Hallowed”
Having considered the foundational awareness contained in the words “Our Father
in heaven,” we now move to the foundational petition; “Hallowed be your name.”
As indicated, the prayer is divided into six petitions. Three are for God – “your
name,” “your kingdom,” “your will.” And three for us – “Give us,” “forgive us,”
“lead us not …but deliver us.” God intends for this foundational petition –
“Hallowed be your name” to interpret and control what follows.
The word “hallow” translates the Greek word hagiastheto, which means to honor,
sanctify, set apart, and treat with the highest of respect. It is highly significant that
this first foundational petition is upward – “Hallowed be your name.” The Godgiven order for prayer is to have regard for God first. In this context, since it refers
to divine (not human) action, this petition is a prayer that God will act in a way that
glorifies himself (cf. John 12:28). What Jesus has in mind is clear: he wants God to
act to bring in the kingdom in order to display God’s rule. Humans, particularly
Israelites or the Romans occupying the Land, defile and profane the name of God
in sinful living (Leviticus 18:21). (11) Again, focusing on how we profane God’s
name is not the point of Jesus’ words; this petition is not a veiled act by the prayer
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to get more Torah observance, nor is it a side glance at others to become more
obedient. This is a petition for God to act.
This request casts light on what we most want to be raised on high – God’s name.
The petition is about priorities and a request for revival. It is more about our hopes,
our desires, our affections, and our aches than it is about what we are doing or not
doing in the realm of behaviors. However, our actions are involved in how we
hallow his name. At the same time that we petition the Creator to reorder life on
earth in conformity to divine purposes, we also commit ourselves to become
instruments of that work; we pray for the sanctification of his name. Salvation is
brought into the world as people hear good things about God and accept Christ as
their Savior. God’s “name” is therefore critical for his plan of salvation. From this
idea, the Jews have a clear picture of what it means to hallow God’s name
(Kiddush HaShem), and its opposite, to profane God’s name (Hillul HaShem).
These are considered extreme opposites: the absolute best possible action and the
most reprehensible action.
To profane the name (Hillul HaShem) means to bring God’s reputation into
contempt by identifying him with a shameful act. For instance, sex scandals
involving televangelists discourage non-Christians from believing in Christ. Or,
when people are treated unfairly by those in the church, they may say, “I don’t
want anything to do with you or your God.” We are God’s representatives, and our
actions reflect on who we are.
In contrast, the phrase Kiddush HaShem (to hallow or sanctify the name) means to
bring God’s reputation glory, as when Jesus said, “Let your light shine before men,
that they may see your good deeds, and praise your Father in heaven” (Matthew
5:16). In rabbinic thought, this meant to live a life of integrity, or to risk one’s life
to save another, or even to be martyred to honor God. One example is Corrie Ten
Boom, a Christian who risked her life to hide Jews from the Nazis and spent years
in concentration camps because of her work. By her actions, she made people ask
the question, “Who is this Christ that you would sacrifice so much to serve him?”
But the ultimate example of sanctifying God’s name is Jesus himself. As God
incarnate, his death on the cross has shown the world that the God of Israel is a
merciful, self-sacrificial God. No one who believes that Jesus is God can claim that
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God is cruel or uncaring, because Jesus has proven otherwise. It is because of his
great sacrifice that God’s reputation has expanded to the ends of the world.

Your Kingdom Come (6:10)
Even though Jesus talks about the kingdom, many of us struggle to understand
what Jesus meant by “your kingdom come.” Ever since humanity’s failure in the
Garden, people have been longing for a larger world, a kingdom unseen. Each of
their journeys tends to begin in the same way – an unexplainable restlessness, a
longing for an unknown circumstance to which a divine voice seemed to be calling
them, a yearning for a place of perfect peace and love. Before Yeshua’s followers
could ask where or why, they were headed for a distant land where they believed
that their dreams would come true.
The destinations may differ, but the dream remains the same. It’s the longing
expressed in the Prayer of the Talmidim: “Your kingdom come …on earth.” In
other words let us find earth a place where your presence is as evident as it is in
heaven.
Finally, God told Abraham that it was time to load up the camels again: “Get
yourself out of your country, away from your kinsmen and away from your father’s
house, and go to the land that I will show you” (Genesis12:1). According to the
author of Hebrews, “He was looking forward to a city with permanent foundations,
of which the architect and builder was God … All those before him … aspire to a
better fatherland, a heavenly one” (Hebrews 11:10, 13, 16).
The problem was neither Abraham nor his descendants were certain where they
could find God's Kingdom or even what it was. So they wandered from Haran to
Canaan, from Canaan to Egypt, across the Sinai Peninsula, into the Promised Land,
then to the rivers of Babylon and back again. It’s no wonder that the first words the
Hebrews spoke when they entered their land were, “My father was a nomad from
Aram” (see Deuteronomy 26:11). Restlessness was in their blood.
By the time John began immersing along Jordan’s banks, most Israelites weren’t
traveling anymore. Yet they were still waiting, yearning, aching, for the city that is
“to come” (Hebrews 13:14). Every first-century Jew, including Yeshua and his
followers, expressed this longing during the synagogue service: “May he establish
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his kingdom during your life and during your days, and during the life of all the
house of Israel, speedily and in the near future.” In other words, “Your Kingdom
come.”
Over the years conflicting interpretations have been given to the meaning of “your
kingdom come.” Some focus on the time element. One group of scholars, teaching
what is often called “consistent” (in English sometimes “thoroughgoing”
eschatology) eschatology, focuses on the kingdom as on the verge of arrival at the
time of Jesus. That is, Jesus believed the kingdom was about to arrive. Two
elements are at work in this view: that the kingdom would entail a total restoration
of creating and redemption of Israel; also at work here is the view that Jesus was at
least in some sense mistaken. (12)
Opposition to this interpretation surfaced in the English scholar C.H. Dodd. His
tiny book The Parables of Jesus (13) was the beginning of his exposition of the
eschatology of Jesus under the lens of what is now called “realized” eschatology
because for Dodd the kingdom was already present in Jesus. What remained was
only the apocalyptic completion of history.
Between these poles of eschatology, one emphasizing imminent arrival of the
kingdom and the other its “already” manifestation, lies a host of scholars in what is
probably the consensus of scholars today: the kingdom of God for Jesus is both
present and future. It is present but without consummation, it is both now and
future. This view, presented by George Ladd, is often called “inaugurated”
eschatology. (14)
Scot McKnight and N. T. Wright, two foremost conservative scholars of today,
suggest a modification of inaugurated eschatology. They suggest that a firstcentury Jew would have at least had the following ideas in mind whenever the
word “kingdom” was mentioned, and all of this rolls out of the Old Testament
expectations for God’s future. (15) God as King, and for Jesus this mutates into the
Davidic hope with himself as the messianic King; an Israelite society governed by
the Davidic Messiah; a society or a people marked by peace, holiness, love, and
wisdom in the land of Israel; a people governed by the Torah of Moses, but now
once again mutated by Jesus into his teachings; and finally since the kingdom
would be the final realization of prophetic hopes, the kingdom would also be
marked by new creation, new power, new obedience, and the healing of all
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sicknesses and disease. The essential society-shaped, form of the kingdom must be
recovered, and this means the kingdom cannot be divorced from the church. So for
Jesus “kingdom” would have meant the society of God’s people flourishing in this
world under Christ as King.

Your Will Be Done (v. 10)
To pray this prayer is to subordinate our agendas and desires to God’s kingdom.
We acknowledge that God’s will rather than our own is primary. We pledge
allegiance to God’s kingdom rather than to the kingdoms of this world. We seek
the will of God.
The first and second petitions of the Lord’s Prayer are fundamentally gospel aches:
they ache for the full Story to become complete where God is All in All. But this
ache is not just for the global cosmic, and universal reign of God. Since the
kingdom is already making itself present, and since we are called to live now in
light of that future consummation, each and every act of love, peace, justice, and
wisdom that we do enters into that final kingdom reality. But again, this petition is
about God’s acting and not about our moral behaviors. A beautiful, poetic and
prophetic announcement of what Jesus is saying can be found in Isaiah 52:7-10:
How beautiful on the mountains
are the feet of those who bring good news,
who proclaim peace,
who bring good tidings,
who proclaim salvation,
who says to Zion, “Your God reigns!”
Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voice
together they shout for joy.
When the Lord returns to Zion,
they will see it with their own eyes.
“Burst into songs of joy altogether,
you ruins of Jerusalem
for the Lord has comforted his people,
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he has redeemed Jerusalem.
The Lord will lay bare his holy arm
in the sight of all nations,
and all the ends of the earth will see
the salvation of our God.
The second petition of the Lord’s Prayer unfolds into a third. Some have thought
Matthew himself defined “your kingdom come” by adding the explanation: “your
will be done.” Its absence in the Lucan version of the Lord’s Prayer adds support
to such a view, but when one is pushed to demonstrate that Matthew added the
theme, the evidence gets flimsier. Whatever its pedigree, “your will be done” is
both an eloquent explanation of “your kingdom come” as well as a slight variant.
The kingdom emphasizes a social order and a cosmic redemption, while “will”
emphasizes the redemptive and moral intent of God for this world and for God’s
people (see 7:21; 12:50; 18:14; 21:31; 26:42). Again, this is a prayer for God to
act.

On Earth as it is in Heaven (v. 10)
“On earth as it is in heaven” is fundamental to the entire Lord’s Prayer as well as
all of early Christian eschatology. (16) Jesus clearly has no desire, as was the case in
Platonic and the wider reaches of much of Greek and Roman thought, to move
through this life with as little hassle and suffering as possible. The release of souls
from this disembodied life into a celestial disembodied existence is not a biblical
notion. The opposite is the case with Jesus and for the entire Bible.
A simple tracing of the word “heaven” and “new heavens and a new earth” in the
New Testament show that the final ending is found in Revelation 20-22. There it is
not about our going up into the sky or into a disembodied state in heaven but of
heaven coming down to earth. The final state according to Revelation 20-22 on
earth. It follows, then, that “kingdom of heaven” entails the idea that the earthly
kingdom will be like the heavenly kingdom, that is, it will be a perfect manifestation of God’s will.
To pray this kingdom prayer today means we commit ourselves to the hallowing of
his name, that we see the world as he made it and see it as he sees it. “We are
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praying, as Jesus was praying and acting, for the redemption of the world; for the
radical defeat and uprooting of evil; and for heaven and earth to be married at last,
for God to be All in All. And if we pray this way, we must of course be prepared to
live this way.” (17)
The Bread (6:11)
We will now consider the last three questions, which turn from the “You petitions”
to the “We petitions.” The second half finds itself asking God for bread, for
forgiveness, and for a moral life that flows out of God whose name is to be
hallowed, a kingdom whose desire is uppermost and a divine will that shaped all
we do.
The initial petition seems simple enough: “Give us today our daily bread.” We
may assume we understand this simple request, but there is more depth here than
we realize. (18) The passage uses a Greek term that is used but one time in the
ancient literature. Dale Allison, a master in the history of interpretation, says
“daily” is “an unresolved puzzle.” (19) After observing that the third century scholar
Origen said that perhaps the Evangelists invented the word themselves, Allison
begins to list and sort out the options: it could mean “needful” or “needed,” (20) or
“for the current day” (which is what Luke seems to suggest when he adds “each
day” in Luke 11:3), or the Eucharist (“supersubstantial”; a majority of the church
fathers read it this way; Matthew 26:26), or spiritual substance (John 6, which can
be narrowed as Luther did to the Word of God), (21) or Jesus himself (6:48); it could
also mean the kind of bread served in the kingdom (Luke 14:15), or the bread of
“the coming [final day].” (22)
Do we need to limit our views to one? Allison, for instance, sees it as a blur of
daily provision, the eschatological banquet, and the Eucharist, which anticipates
that banquet. (23) It is wisest to ask what Jesus would have meant, what Matthew’s
own horizon could have comprehended, and then to give some freedom to reading
this text in light of the Story of God. What appears to be in view is prayer for daily
provisions. In support of this view is that the second half of the Lord’s Prayer is
concerned with the normal needs of humans. But because the first three petitions
focus on the consummation of history, perhaps the bread petition is about the socalled eschatological or kingdom manna. But again, both in the Sermon on the
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Mount and elsewhere in the Gospels there are indications of routine needs being
met (6:25-34) and this leads me to think Jesus was thinking of ordinary bread for
ordinary days, (24) even if his listeners thought the divine provision was partaking in
the bounty of kingdom redemption. (25) I doubt that the Eucharist is in view.
The basic meaning of “Give us today our daily [or tomorrow] bread” is that we
are to pray for our physical needs. That we should pray for our material well-being
of course demands some thoughtful application. First, “Give us today our daily
bread” is not carte blanche to pray for everything in the Sears catalog or the
Neman Marcus catalog. I once heard of a minister (later convicted by a grand-jury
for fraud) who told a group of pastors that if they wanted Cadillacs or larger
wardrobes, it was God’s will for them. His rationale was Psalm 37:4: “Delight
yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart.” So if we are
delighting in ourselves in the Lord and our hearts desire Cadillacs and Gucci shoes,
it must be God’s will and we should believe God for them. Scripture does not teach
or endorse such foolishness, and especially not the Lord’s Prayer. The Lord’s
Prayer calls us to pray for “bread” – that is, the necessities of life, whether large or
small, those things that are necessary for the life and well-being of ourselves and
our families. We are to pray for bread, not desert!
Second, “Give us today our daily bread” is an invitation to come to God with
requests that others might call small. One of the precious realities of our Christian
life is that God cares for the simple, ordinary, day-to-day things of life. Jesus
taught us that even supposedly trivial matters are important to God. He bestowed
his special love upon the seemingly worthless existences of those who were
ignored and looked down on – the lepers, the lame, and mentally ill. God cares
whether his people are warm, well-fed, and well-housed. And besides, these things
are not so little when we lack them. A Beethoven symphony … sounds quite
different if we listen to when we are shivering with cold. And a visit to an art
gallery is less inspiring … when we undertake it on an empty stomach.” (26) If you
are freezing, a warm sweater has higher priority than a volume of C. S. Lewis’s
poems. God wants us to bring our everyday needs to him, even if they seem trivial.
He does not demand that we approach him only when we have raised ourselves to
some kind of spiritual elevation above the everyday things of life. The greatness of
our God lies in his descending to meet us where we are.
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Third, in commanding us to pray, “Give us today our daily bread” God is fostering
in us a daily dependence upon himself. No other line in the Lord’s Prayer so
sharply challenges the direction of today’s world. The man on the street wants to
compound his security and his independence. To be sure, there is nothing wrong
with planning for future rainy days, but it is wrong to make total independence
your consuming goal. Whether we are rich or poor, God wants us to depend upon
him “daily.” He wants us all to pray for our daily needs, and he wants us to daily
thank him.
Lastly, God wants us to build a mutuality between us and our brothers and sisters
through this prayer. He commands us to pray “give us,” not “give me.” Every time
we pray this prayer from our heart, we are affirming our solidarity with our
brothers and sisters. When we pray, “Give us today our daily bread,” we are also
making an implicit commitment to help provide bread for needy friends. The
prayer is a stretching, broadening petition. We not only depend on God for
practical provision – we commit ourselves to be part of God’s answer for others in
need.
The sweep of the Gospels, not to mention 6:25-34, where Jesus points a long finger
at consumerism and preoccupation with money and possession, suggests that when
Jesus says, “Give us today our daily bread,” the world today suggests we are not to
worry about tomorrow or about storing up food but to trust God for what we need
that day. We perhaps need to remind ourselves that the followers of Jesus were not
wealthy with pantries and refrigerators filled with food.

The Forgiveness (6:12) and a Clarifying Commentary (6:14-15)
Forgiveness is difficult at the personal and pastoral level, and the twofold reason is
because Jesus was so forceful about its necessity for his followers and we find
forgiveness so demanding and difficult. Augustine called this request “the terrible
petition” because he realized that if we pray “Forgive us our debts, as we also have
forgiven our debtors” with an unforgiving heart, we are actually asking God not to
forgive us (“debts” here really means “sins”). We attend to the words of 6:12 as
well as the commentary on those words in 6:14-15, words probably added by
Matthew on the basis of Mark 11:25-26. (27)
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We begin with the obvious: what Jesus says strikes the Christian as backward and
conditional, and we are tempted to fill in the blanks. But what Jesus says in 6:12 is
a petition to God and what Jesus says elsewhere in 7:1-5 and in 18:21- 35. What
Jesus forcefully focuses on his kingdom vision for his followers can be
summarized in these two lines, and they summarize both 6:12 and 6:14-15:
We are to forgive others.
If we don’t forgive others, God won’t forgive us.
Verse 12 is a prayer request: forgive us our sins as we have forgiven those who
have sinned against us. In other words, the appeal to God for forgiveness is rooted
in our forgiving others. For most of us this seems backward because it seems to
make God’s forgiveness conditioned on our forgiving others. But that’s what Jesus
says! Matthew 6:14-15, which interrupts the flow from 6:13 to 6:16-18 (but 6:7-13
is an interruption already, and 6:14-15 interrupts further), repeats this. It is likely
that Matthew added this as a footnote, or a clarifying comment, by grabbing Mark
11:25-26. Forgiveness from God and our forgiving others are tied together by
Jesus. This jars our Christian sensibilities, but that is precisely why Jesus says it as
he does: we need to hear how connected our forgiveness and God’s forgiveness are
- not so we will go about trying to earn our forgiveness by forgiving others but so
we will see the utter importance of being people who forgive.
In our faith we are taught the real #1 is God has forgiven us, so the real order, and
implied by Jesus, is this:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

God has graciously forgiven us (of much greater sin/s).
Therefore, we are to forgive others to extend God’s grace.
If we don’t forgive others, we show we are not forgiven.
Forgiven people forgive others.
But our forgiveness does not earn God’s forgiveness.

These five points can be taken as a rough-and-ready sketch of the process of how
God’s gracious forgiveness finds a moral compass of forgiveness in the life of the
follower of Jesus without compromising the priority of grace; I am confident it is
consistent with the kingdom vision of Jesus, and it is confirmed by Matthew 18:2325.
We are bound in any teaching on forgiveness to speak to the seeming conditionality of how forgiveness works, and this can be taken as a footnote to #1 in the
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paragraph immediately above. This is where this prayer partakes in Jesus’ Ethic
from Above, forcing us to see God’s demand, and an Ethic from Beyond, showing
that new creation is already at work. In the Bible God is good, gracious, loving,
and forgiving: God offers forgiveness. “But Jesus’ intent in this passage is not to
frame a forgiveness ethic in the deeper forgiveness by God.” Instead, “Jesus’ aim
is to demand forgiveness of his followers and threaten them with God’s judgment if
they do not become forgiving people.” (28) His theory, then, is that forgiveness is
reciprocal. (29)
Jesus is teaching a kingdom perspective on how to deal with those who have
sinned against us. Since the kingdom is a world of reconciliation, kingdom people
are to forgive. He doesn’t need the above five points to make his case. He reduces
the five points in order to sharpen the rhetoric of his concern. He’s staring into the
face of fellow Israelites who don’t know the grace of enemy love and who want to
appeal too quickly to the lex talionis or who want to become judges like God (7:15; cf. James 4:11-12). Moreover, the same audience needed to hear that forgiveness
is the way kingdom living works. Those who genuinely love others forgive. Those
who don’t are not kingdom people.
Back now to the fifth petition of the Lord’s Prayer. The petition to forgive finds its
first-century life in the kingdom vision of Jesus to become forgiving people. So
important to Jesus is forgiving others that he teaches his followers to ask God for
forgiveness for themselves and others because we are grace-receiving and grace
giving people. Such an appeal to one’s own virtues, righteousness, and morality is
consistent with a long string of prayers in the Psalms, and though the language may
grate against our grace-shaped nerves, that language never expunges the priority of
God’s grace. These words are designed to sharpen the edge of the need to forgive
others, beginning with the Roman enemies. Jesus teaches his followers to ask God
to forgive their “debts,” and this metaphor “debt” is interpreted in the surrounding
verses and parallel.
Matthew 6:12 uses “debts.”
Matthew 6:14-15 uses “sin/trespasses.”
Luke 11:4 uses “sins.”
We’ve already mentioned this, but it needs to be said again, in the world of
Judaism there two major ways to express the implications of sins and trespasses
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and debts. (30) If sin incurred a burden, a person wanted it lifted. Forgiveness in that
world is the removal of a burden. The second way to express what incurred from
sin was a debt. This opened a new linguistic game for how forgiveness worked: for
the debtor, what one needed was cancellation of the debt or credits to compensate
the debt. This kind of debt language which was perfectly common to Jews in Jesus’
day, also produced a way of expressing good moral deeds; they were seen as merits
or credits.
Again, this does not mean Judaism was a works-based religion but that it chose to
express sins and the removal of sin in that kind of language. Jesus, too, expressed
himself in this kind of language, and he does not thereby imply a works-based
religion. So, while we are prone to critique Judaism as a works religion because of
its debt-merit language, we are prone also to relieve Jesus of such a charge when
he speaks of heaven as a reward (which is debt-merit language that correlates one’s
“reward” from God to one’s behaviors). We need to be more honest. Jesus talked
like his contemporaries.
“Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven (5:12). … for then
you have no reward from your Father in heaven” (6:1; cf. vv. 2, 5, 16).
“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, “Call
the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired
and going on to the first” (20:8).
As we release Jesus from the charge, so we ought to release Judaism from the
accusation. What perhaps pokes us in the eye in this issue is that Judaism doesn’t
have a prayer seeking for God’s forgiveness that is as conditional as the Lord’s
Prayer. (31) I’m not saying that Judaism didn’t have pockets of works-shaped
religion, but so also does Christianity. What goes alongside any kind of
compensatory language in the Bible is a God who is gracious, who acts first to
establish covenant, who redeems and transforms and restores, who in that covenant
redemptive model exhorts the people of God to live obediently, and then who
rewards them for their behaviors.
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The Temptation and the Evil One (6:13)
At one level, the sixth petition seems preposterous. Does Jesus really mean we are
to ask God to pave the road of life in such a way that we are never tempted? I
wonder how many millions of Christians have prayed this sixth petition without
ever thinking of the shocking nature of its words if taken at face value. Interpreters
tend to assume this request hinges on the meaning of two words: the meaning of
“temptation” and the meaning of “the evil one.”
What does it mean to ask God not to lead us into “temptation”? Since the word
peirasmos, used here, means either “test, trial” or “temptation,” one could also
render it, “Lead me not into the test, or the trial.” The word itself doesn’t decide for
us but context does, and this leads to the question of why God would test/tempt, or
even more, could God tempt/test. While it is possible that God could test, which is
the whole point of the wilderness wanderings of Israel and was recently the
experience of Jesus (Matthew 4:1-11), both Jewish and Christian tradition affirm
both the utter goodness of God as well as the impossibility for the good God to be
complicit in evil. This is clearly taught in James 1:13: “For God cannot be tempted
by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.”
This means the word “temptation” must mean “test” if God is the one “leading.”
But this is where “deliver” rescues us, for the word “lead” gains clarity in the next
verb, rhysai, “to rescue,” which means to deliver both from and out of or to
preserve (see, e.g., Matthew 27:43; Luke 1:74; Romans 7:24; Colossians 1:13; 1
Thessalonians 1:10; 2 Thessalonians 3:2; 2 Timothy 3:11; 2 Peter 2:7, 9). As a
result, this petition is not so much about God’s not leading us into testing or about
God’s leading us into temptation, but about God’s protecting and rescuing us from
temptation (or testing). In fact, this approach encourages us to read this temptation
as a request not to endure what Jesus endured in his test in Matthew 4:1-11. In this
case, then, “lead us not into temptation” could be understood as an equivalent to
the apostle Paul’s famous line in 1 Corinthians 10:13:
“No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And
God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But
when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can
endure.”
Thus, this request is about preservation from sin in temptation.
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But using the seventh petition to interpret the sixth petition does not resolve the
meaning of “temptation.” Does it mean moral “temptation” (32) or divine tests
(Genesis 22:1-19) or the eschatological (33) “test” or “tribulation”? Many scholars
today, not the least of whom is Raymond Brown, contend that the Lord’s Prayer is
thoroughly eschatological – that it is a prayer shaped entirely by the prospect of an
imminent arrival of the fullness of the kingdom. (34) It is hard to gainsay such a
reading of history for it is part of the earliest Christians’ way of thinking; but when
one reads history like this, the eschatological dimension – because it becomes so
all pervasive – seems to diminish. I’m inclined to think that temptation/test and the
evil one are, like bread and sins, ordinary dimensions of ordinary life for those who
follow Jesus. (35)
This leads us to “evil one” or “to evil.” Is “deliver us from evil” referring to
deliverance from sin in general, or is this about Satan, the evil one? (36) In the
Gospel of Matthew, ho poneros can refer to the evil one (see 5:37; 13:19, 38).
From the time of Augustine the neuter meaning (evil) has been completely
accepted in the Latin Church, while the Greek Fathers have interpreted ponerou in
a personal sense. Tertullian and Cyprian also read: from the Evil One. In another
prayer of Jesus this expression refers to Satan (John 17:15), (37) but the evidence is
not as clear as some think. For example, in 2 Timothy 4:18 Paul prays that the
Lord will “rescue” (same word) him from every “evil” attack, and Didache 10:5
prays the church may be saved from all evil – and this in contrast to love. Evidence
then can be brought in to support both views.
The translation “from evil” is difficult to accept. It is striking to note that when the
New Testament speaks of “evil,” it habitually joins to it the adjective all (Matthew
5:11; 1 Thessalonians 5:22, 2 Timothy 4:18), or else it brings forward the
opposition between good and evil (Acts 28:21). Besides, the conjunction but would
have no meaning here; one who has not been led into temptation has already been
preserved from evil. The formula deliver us from evil would introduce a moralizing
nuance which would in no way correspond to the eschatological situation of the
preceding request. The temptation was not presented there as an attraction for sin
but as a trial of Satan leading to defection. The conjunction but suggests rather a
climax: “Do not place us in the situation of temptation, and even snatch us away
from the power of the seducer.”
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Here, precisely, is the force of the verb “to take away.” It suggests the idea of
delivering someone from another’s sphere of influence. The prefix apo (and not ek)
indicates that one is saved even before the danger presents itself; that the subject is
taken away even before the enemy’s power shows itself; that he was preserved
from the grasp of his opponent.
The verb “to take away” lends itself naturally to the image of the clutches of a
dangerous animal. Preserve us from the clutches of the devil, “your adversary
…who, as a roaring lion, goes about seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:18);
deliver us from the “mouth of the lion” (2 Timothy 4:17). This monster has a
personal character. The question could be raised whether a text as close to ours as
2 Timothy 4:18 should not be understood in the same way; the Lord will deliver
me from all activity in which the Evil One has had a hand.
In the New Testament, Satan is not often called the Evil One. But it is curious
enough that outside of Ephesians 6:16, we find explicit reference to the Evil One
only in Matthew’s gospel, the gospel of John, and the first epistle of John. Matthew
13:19 reads: “then comes the Evil One, while Mark speaks of Satan, and Luke of
the devil. Matthew 13:38 opposes the children of the kingdom to the children of
the Evil One. Matthew 5:37 says that all that goes beyond yes and no comes “from
the Evil One” (cf. John 8:44). For John, see John 9:24; 17:15; 1 John 2:13, 14;
3:12; 5:18-19.
Thus in Mathew the Our Father ends in an urgent request to be delivered from the
power of the Evil One who is “the enemy”, the dangerous adversary of God (2
Thessalonians 2:4) and of the Christian (1 Timothy 5:14; 1 Peter 5:8-9). This
prayer to be delivered from the clutches of Satan immediately takes us back to the
request concerning the coming of the kingdom, for when the kingdom is definitely
established, Satan and his threats will disappear. Thus the end of the prayer
becomes the occasion for a renewed "Our Father”; the fear of Satan sends the
disciple into the arms of his Father.
These two petitions, at the safest level, are about aching that one’s fellow followers
of Jesus will live morally holy and loving lives and will be rescued through trust in
God from temptations and from evil or the wiles of the Evil One. What Peter says
in 1 Peter 5:8 confirms this interpretation: “Be alert and be of sober mind. Your
enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”
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A brief note on the doxology. Readers of most editions of the Bible will find a note
that the best and earliest manuscripts do not have the commonly recited doxology
at the end of the Lord’s Prayer: “For thine is the kingdom and the power and the
glory, forever, Amen” (KJV).

What Makes the Lord’s Prayer Different?
The holiness of God’s name, the coming of God’s kingdom, the plea for
deliverance from temptation – all of them were familiar concepts to Yeshua and his
followers. On Yom Kippur, faithful Jews prayed, “Pardon our transgressions.” In
times of temptation, they whispered, “Lead me not into sin, or into iniquity, or into
temptation.” The Kaddish – a prayer spoken in every synagogue service as well as
in times of mourning – asked for the sanctification of God’s name (“sanctified be
His name in the world”) and the coming of God’s kingdom (“may He establish his
kingdom”). What, then, is unique about the Disciples Prayer?
First, it’s the location of God’s kingdom. What Abraham, the children of Israel,
and the first followers of Yeshua had such difficulty grasping was the fact they
were not hungering for a kingdom they could plow or build on or own. Jesus made
the matter clear to a handful of religious leaders when he said, “The kingdom of
God … does not come with visible signs, nor will people be able to say, ‘Look!
Here it is!’ or, ‘Over there! Because you see, the Kingdom of God is among you”
(Luke 17:20-21).
The second aspect of the Lord’s Prayer which makes it unique is the means by
which God’s kingdom comes. “Our Father,” the prayer begins, informing us from
the onset if we are to experience this kingdom, it will be by recognizing our role as
children of our heavenly Father. “Unless you change and become little children,”
Jesus once commented to the people around him, “you won’t even enter the
kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3). Another time, he laughed, looked toward the
sky and said, “Father, Lord of heaven and earth, I thank you because you
concealed these things from the sophisticated and educated, yet revealed them to
ordinary people’ – literally, “to little children” (Luke 10:21).
So, what does it mean to pray as a child? In the first-century world to be a child
was not to be naïve or to possess “childlike faith.” To be a child was to have no
rights.
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“In the present day, we tend to idealize childhood as the happy age of
innocence, insouciance, and simple faith … The New Testament world was
not sentimental about children and had no illusion about any pretended
innate goodness in them … In the New Testament times, the child was
considered of no importance, meriting little attention or favor. Children in
that society had no status at all – they did not count.” (38)
Under the Roman law of patria potestas, the father held complete control over
every part of his child’s life. If a first-century father did not want his newborn
child, he “exposed” the infant – he left the baby to die in a deserted field. Children
could neither possess their own property nor choose their own mates. Even when a
child was grown, the patriarch of the household could legally exile or execute his
offspring. Whether a child lived or died, ate or starved, succeeded or failed –
everything in a child’s life depended on the will of his or her father. (39)
The life of childlike trust in our heavenly Father has been described in this way: “It
is recognizing one’s nothingness, expecting everything from the good God, just as
a little child expects everything from its father; it is not getting anxious about
anything … It is never being disheartened by one’s faults, because children often
fall, but they are too little to do themselves much harm.” (40) To pray as a child is to
pray as if everything in my life depends on my heavenly Father.

Prayer is perilous
Prayer is dangerous. It’s utterly unsafe. In fact, if prayer were a substance, the
Surgeon General would probably slap a warning label on it. We seek God’s
involvement in our daily – one day at a time – life in the world. God feeds us,
forgives us, and protects us. We need the divine gift of life (physical, emotional,
spiritual), and we need the divine power that overcomes the evil one. When I pray
the Lord’s Prayer I sense the renewal of God’s promises in my life – God will
sustain me in all my needs whether it is about bread, sin, or spiritual welfare.
However, in the very reception of these gifts is the obligation we share them.
When we pray for bread, we commit to share the bread God gives. When we pray
for forgiveness, we commit to forgive others. When we pray for protection, we
commit to protect others.
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This is most clearly represented in a prayer of petition. We seek God’s forgiveness
just as we have forgiven others. It is a dangerous prayer to pray. Do we really want
God to forgive us as we have forgiven others? Yet, to pray it is to be transformed
by it.
Thus, the hardest part of prayer is neither learning to pray nor receiving an answer
to our prayers. The most difficult part of prayer is recognizing and accepting the
answers when they come. God’s answers often challenge our assumptions when
they come. God’s answers often cost us more than we are willing to pay. Why?
Because authentic prayers are unsafe – just like the One to whom we pray.
Consider this scene from C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe:
“If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees
knocking, they’re braver than most or just silly,” said Mrs. Beaver.
“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.
“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver, “Don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you?
who said anything about safe? Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the
King, I tell you.” (41)
God, like his answers to our prayers is never safe, but he’s always good. But let’s
be honest: Most of us would rather avoid answers that defy our expectations. In
fact, the vast majority of human beings would prefer that God leave them alone
until they need him to fulfill their desires. In Elie Wiesel’s novel, Twilight, God
laments, “All these creatures that breathe because of me, what do they want? That I
keep quiet, that I keep out of their lives. But when I remain silent, they reproach
me. When I speak, they call me arbitrary.” (42) If we are honest, none of us wants
God to challenge our expectations. No one longs for unsafe answers to prayer. Not
you. Not me. No one.
We protect ourselves in one of two ways: we pray prayers that are unsafe but
insincere, or we pray prayers that are safe but petty. In the first place our prayers
are a lie; in the second case our prayers are empty. In both cases we miss the
grandeur of God’s plan.
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A costly journey
A short time ago I received an advertisement from a prominent publisher. The
heading declared, “Risk-free devotional materials!” If I am honest with myself,
that’s what I want sometimes when I repeat the Lord’s Prayer – a painless prayer
that comforts me but never challenges me, a risk-free recitation to hang on my
wall. Yet that is precisely what the Disciples Prayer isn’t. The prayer of the
disciples is risky. Its demands are unnatural, unreasonable, and uncomfortable. It is
not a prayer for the faint-hearted. Neither is it a prayer for individuals who want all
the pleasures of a trip to hell without any of the unpleasant side effects. Prayer
becomes like an infant’s pacifier, a gadget that brings fleeting gratification but fails
to give us what we need to be able to grow. We must not forget that the primary
purpose of prayer is to receive and to rejoice in God himself.
We are often like the tourist who traveled to Switzerland wanting to meet one of
the foremost theologians of the twentieth century, Karl Barth. The tourist boarded
a bus and unwittingly seated himself beside Barth. “What do you want to see in our
city?” Barth asked the man. He replied, “I would like to see the great theologian
Karl Barth. Do you know him?” “Oh yes,” said Barth, “I shave him every
morning.” (43) The tourist left the bus ecstatic, telling his friends that he had met
Barth’s barber, when he could have enjoyed an encounter with Barth himself. “We
are,” C.S. Lewis wrote, “half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink, sex and
ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on
making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer
of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.” (44)
When we pray, Our Father in heaven … Your kingdom come,” we embark on a
brutal journey that will not end until eternity begins. The journey is brutal because
our Father refuses to postpone his kingdom until the end of time. To pray the
Lord’s [Talmidim] Prayer is to recognize that our Father wants to be fully present –
to reign - here and now, in us.
“We do well not to pray the Lord’s [Disciples] Prayer lightly. It takes guts to
pray it at all …”Thy will be done” is what we are saying … We are asking
God to be God. We are asking God to do not what we want but what God
wants … “Thy kingdom come … on earth” is what we are saying. And if
that were to suddenly happen, what then? What would stand and what would
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fall? … Which if any of our most precious visions of who God is and what
human beings are would prove to be more or less on the mark and which
would turn out to be phony as three-dollar bills? … It is only the words “Our
Father” that make the prayer bearable. If God is indeed something like a
father, then, as something like children maybe we can risk approaching him
anyway. (45)
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CHAPTER 16
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 6:16-24

FASTING; THE TRUE TREASURE;
WEALTH (MAMMON)
“When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their
faces to show others they are fasting. I truly tell you, they have received their
reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that
it will not be noticed by others that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is
unseen; and your Father, who see what is done in secret will reward you.
Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin
destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures
in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in
and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are healthy, your whole body will be
full of light. But if your eyes are unhealthy, your whole body will be full of
darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness!
“No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or
you will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
money.” (1)
If you are a teacher, as I used to be, at some time or another you will have a student
like the one I once had. Most of the semester he thought he was doing all right.
But he hadn’t been working as hard as he could have because he was on the
football team, playing in a rock group, and reading some very exciting novels . . .
and somehow he hadn’t been spending quite as much time in the library as most of
the other students. Now his tutor was facing me asking him a question. What were
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his priorities? Did he want to get a university education and degree, or did he just
want to be at a wonderful holiday camp?
Of course, many students manage to juggle dozens of different commitments and
still end up doing enough work to earn a degree. But infrequently they have to face
difficult choices. A bright, energetic young person could in theory do any one of
several dozen things in any given week, but there are only so many hours in the
day and you can’t do everything. What is really important? What will you say,
when you look back in ten years’ time? I wish I had really given it my best shot?
Or, I’m glad I decided to put all my effort into it?
Discovering the radical message of Jesus is a new way of living. This passage is
about priorities, and the central priority is God himself. He invites us into a
lifelong process of continually discovering new, countercultural ways of living. No
question about the importance of putting God first. But the catch is, God is loving
and gentle, and wants us to choose to love and serve him freely rather than to be
forced into it like slaves. It often seems even to Christians who have in principle
decided to give their lives to him, there are many different things they could do.
And often the different things start to take over . . . not least when they make
money or bring fame. This passage is all about learning to love and serve God for
himself, and in secret, rather than simply having an eye on the main chance, either
to show off by being so religious or to store up wealth.
The opening paragraph picks up the same theme that we found in the earlier
passages about money and prayer. Yeshua assumes that his followers are going to
fast from time to time as part of their prayer and devotion to God. Later on (9:1415) he explains that this won’t be the right thing to do while he is there with them,
but hints that it will be once he’s gone. But the question is, how?
The current practice of Yeshua’s day seems to have been to advertise one’s fasting
by letting your hair (and beard) go tangled and by smearing ashes on your face.
That’s just play acting Jesus declares. It’s putting on a mask. Real fasting is
between you and God, not something you do to show off. So do what you normally
do to your head and face – wash, comb, sort yourself out in the usual way (in this
culture that included anointing with oil, and that’s what this passage literally
means). The important point, here and all through, is the question: is your eye fixed
on God, or on someone (or something) else? What is your priority?
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Now fasting has a colorful history both in the story of the Bible and in the story of
the church after the apostles. There were strong disagreements as well as
agreements. Luther was strongly opposed. (2) Calvin, more positively held that:
“[Fasting] pleases Him up to a point, as long as it is directed to an end
beyond itself, to prompt us to abstinence, to subject the lasciviousness of the
flesh, to incense us to a desire for prayer, to testify to our repentance,
whenever we are moved by the judgment of God.” (3)
John Wesley, who himself fasted rigorously and about whom criticisms were made
for his rigor, said it this way: the “natural incentive for fasting … [is for those] who
are under deep affliction, overwhelmed with sorrow for sin, and filled with a strong
anxiety about the wrath of God.” (4)
If we listen to the Bible’s Story and pay attention to the emergence of fasting, we
discover three major ideas: fasting is connected to Yom Kippur, the Day of
Atonement, as the Israelite prepared for confession, atonement, and forgiveness
(Leviticus 16:29-31; 23:26-32). Fasting also includes a spontaneous response to a
grievous event, as when David interceded and prayed for the healing of his
enemies (Psalm 35:11-16). In Isaiah 58 the prophet connects the true fast to doing
justice, caring for the poor, and providing food for the hungry.
Our passage in the Sermon on the Mount draws from the custom of fasting at a
specific time as well as from the spontaneous, voluntary response to a grievous
moment (like David). Overall, then, fasting is how Israel responded when God’s
glory was dishonored, when God’s will was thwarted, when God’s people suffered
defeat, or when one of God’s people experienced sickness, tragedy, or death.
God’s people, in effect then, took up the posture of God toward grievous events
when they fasted.
By the time of Jesus, fasting had become a biweekly act of piety for many
observant Jews. Nowhere in the Old Testament are Israelites told to fast twice a
week, but by the time of Jesus fasting every Monday and Thursday was common
piety. (5)
The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: “God, I thank you that I am not
like other people – robbers, evildoers, adulterers – or even like this tax
collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get” (Luke 18-11-12).
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This biweekly fasting discipline was so ingrained that Jesus was called into
question because his followers did not fast as, or when, the Pharisees did (Mark
2:18-22). In response, Jesus indicated that his disciples, though they might not be
fasting while he was present, would fast in the future. (6) An early Christian text
(Didache 8.1) indicates some of Jesus’ followers fasted twice a week, though they
did so on Wednesday and Friday to distinguish themselves from the Jews, who
fasted on Monday and Thursday. The custom of regularly scheduled, or stationary,
fasting became not only a fixed feature of the church’s spiritual disciplines but the
dominant mode of fasting. Examination of the history of fasting in the apostolic
church, however, reveals the earliest impulses for stationary fasting were grieving
responses to sin and human unworthiness before the Eucharist.
At the heart of the Sermon on the Mount is a section on spiritual disciplines
because Jesus expects his disciples to practice charity, praying, and fasting. Notice
Jesus doesn’t command almsgiving, prayer, or fasting but assumes them. The
central issue that provokes Jesus is an act done to be noticed as pious and to gain a
reputation. Disciplines are done with eye, heart, mind, and soul focused on God.
Fasting had been abused at least since the days of Isaiah 58. Zechariah, too, asked,
“When you fasted … was it really for me (God) that you fasted?” (Zechariah 7:5).
The element of intention is central to Jesus’ point. Grief is fine; sullenness is fine,
gloom is fine – but to display them intentionally is wrong. As Calvin put it, they
were “playing to the gallery. (7) This passage provides us with a sharp
understanding of “hypocrisy” as the intentional manipulation of a sacred moment
into a moment of self-adulation. (8) Fasting is designed to show grief about
someone or something else but here morphs tragically into a public display of the
ego.
Jesus’ terse evaluation is damning: “Truly I tell you, they have their reward”
(6:16). Jesus informs his followers (or would-be-followers) that hypocritical
behavior is how “they” (the hypocrites) behave, but with his followers behaviors
are to be different (6:17-18a). Instead of transforming a spiritual act into an
opportunity to be congratulated Jesus summons them to bury what they do and to
sink their pious deeds so deeply into the heart and soul that they become unaware
of what others think or see. Jesus may well be turning the act of fasting inside out
(a reversal?) in a comic act of exaggeration. How so? He tells them to put oil on
your head and wash your face.” As we find in Psalm 23:5 and 104:15, oil on the
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head or face is a sign of gladness and joy, and this might mean Jesus encourages
them to dress up for a party.
But perhaps this view overstates the evidence. It is just as likely that Jesus is
urging his followers to do what is common for everyday hygiene: application of oil
to the hair and a face or body wash in a bath or mikveh or even a stream or lake,
which would be customary for the followers of Jesus near the Sea of Galilee, are
normal daily behaviors (see 2 Samuel 12:20; 14:2). Jesus turns his disciples away
from the way of the hypocrites and toward God alone (6:18b). He narrows his
scope to the orientation of the heart. We live in a world of evaluations, assessments, and measurements, but Jesus turns his gaze deeper because he knows that
what is measurable can be faked. His focus is that his followers are to focus their
deeds on the God who rewards direct engagement.
As we earlier stated, modern Christians balk at Jesus’ over-emphasis on rewards,
but for those who care to think about this more deeply, Jesus escapes modern
sensibilities and fussiness about the superiority of abstract altruism. For Jesus God
matters (Ethic from Above, Messianic Ethic) and doing things for God’s final
approval is all that matters. Religious deeds are not done according to Jesus
because of their abstract quality of goodness but because God, who alone is good,
summons his people to share in his goodness by extending it to others.
Jesus can urge followers to love their neighbor as themselves (22:39) just as he can
teach the Golden Rule that we should use our own desires as the measure of how
we treat others (7:12). One might construct such moral instruction to be selfish, but
this too is a mistake. As Allison observes, the Sermon “does not overestimate
human nature but confronts it in its self-centered reality with fear and hope.” (9) For
Jesus, doing something with an eye toward God’s approval transcends both
altruism and selfishness.
The three little sayings which follow all make the same point. First, Yeshua points
out the difference between two sorts of treasure. As with other references to
heaven and earth, we shouldn’t imagine he means “Don’t worry about this life –
get ready for the next one.” Here is where God is right now, and where, if you
learn to love and serve God right now, you will have treasure in the present, not
just in the future. Of course, Yeshua (like almost all Jews of his day) believed that
after death God would have a wonderful future in store for his faithful people; but
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they didn’t normally refer to that future as “heaven.” He wanted his followers to
establish heavenly treasure right now, treasure which they could enjoy in the
present as well as the future, treasure that wasn’t subject to the problems that face
all earthly hoards. How can one do this? Well, the whole chapter so far gives us the
clue. Learn to live in the presence of the loving father. Learn to do everything for
him and him alone. Get your priories right.
Second, make sure your lamp is shedding light, not darkness. This is a tricky little
saying. What does Jesus mean by saying that the eye is the lamp of the body?
Three things, I think. First, he means that we must as we say, “keep our eyes fixed
on God.” Since we can’t actually see God, that is picture-language, but we know
what he means. Second, though, I think Yeshua literally meant that we should take
care what we actually look at. Where do your eyes naturally get drawn to? Are you
in control of them, or do they take you – and your mind and heart – wherever they
want? Third, the eyes are like the headlights of a car. Supposing you’re driving
along a dark road at night, and you try to switch the lights on – and nothing
happens! You suddenly realize just how dark it really is. That’s what it is like,
Jesus is saying, if your eyes are not on God, and if instead they are following
whatever eye-catching, pretty thing happens to take their fancy. Priorities again.
Are your eyes leading you in the right direction, and showing you the road ahead?
Finally, the best known of these sayings: “You can’t serve God and . . . mammon,”
in the older translations. “Mammon” was a way of referring to property and wealth
in general, almost as though it were god – which is precisely Jesus’ point here. We
make the same point by saying things like “The Almighty Dollar” (dangerously
like “Almighty God). We joke about money because we are all too aware of its
power: The comedian says, “Money talks” and then adds, “but what it mostly
says to me is, ‘Good-bye!’” But what Jesus is saying is that money gives orders. It
bosses you around. If you have your priorities right, there is only one boss, and that
is God himself. Sort your priorities out. When you look back at your life in two,
five, ten, fifteen years’ time, will you be glad you put first things first?
That’s an overview. Now let’s look in greater depth at Matthew 6:19-24.
Did you know that more than one billion people in the world live on less than one
dollar per day, about three billion live on less than two dollars per day? Between
12 and 20 percent of Americans live below what we call our poverty line. Now,
with these facts on your mind, take a moment to get up from reading this book and
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observe what you have, what is accessible to you, and what you and I take for
granted. I’m sitting in my personal “library” (3rd floor attic to be precise), a small
fan next to me, a large fan for the entire floor, a workable computer. I own
hundreds of books, most within two to ten feet. If I want water, I can get it, if I
prefer coffee or tea, I can get that. If I want a snack, I have a pantry full of food. If
I need lunch, I see what’ available in the refrigerator. The house is warm or, in the
summer, cooled mainly by air conditioning. I do not worry about what to wear, for
I have a dresser and a closet full of clothing. I do not worry about safety at my
house as my house is sturdy, equipped with an alarm system, and we have funds
available for repairs and reconstruction. Our community is policed and safe.
The Jesus we follow seems to have had nothing. He lived in a dry, hot and dusty
world. What food he ate he received by fishing, by farming, or by donations. The
summers were long and filled with famine-causing heat; the houses in places like
Capernaum were made of black basalt and were sturdy but hardly cool enough to
make life comfortable. To cool off people waded into the Sea of Galilee. He lived
on little; he lived from the generosity of others; he undoubtedly knew some hunger
and thirst.
However, Jesus saw homes every day, from Sepphoris (just north of Nazareth) to
Tiberius all the way around to the cities of the Decapolis, where wealthiest Jews or
Romans had villas and plenty of food and entertainment. So he undoubtedly knows
of the heated Roman baths Herod had built at Masada and other locations. He
knew what it was to have little and to dwell with those who had even less while
others around him basked in luxury and filled their mouths with delicacies. In
Jesus’ Bible were passages about the Jubilee, and he evoked that very thing in his
opening sermon in Luke 4:16-30. His vision tapped into the Jubilee, the gleanings,
and the prophetic words – and he embodied carefree, trust-in-God kind of
economic vision. He demanded simplicity because he lived it; he expected care for
the poor because he had experienced it.
Jesus knew the obedience-leads-to-material-blessing tradition of Deuteronomy 28
and who had contemporaries who no doubt embraced that very tradition, especially
if they were wealthy. When Jesus stood up to warn his followers about attachment
to or accumulation of possessions, he stood in a long line of biblical laws and
prophetic announcements about idolatry, the danger of accumulation, justice, and
the need to distribute one’s excess in order to care for those who had little. (10) Like
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the ancient prophets, Jesus’ teaching in our passage isn’t simply about the ideal
society and neither is an economic theory; this is about worship and idolatry. What
Jesus had to say to his followers who were seeking to embody the kingdom vision
of Jesus has even more to say to the affluence of Christians in the West. Jesus’
message can be reduced to these ideas: Live simply. Possessions are mysteriously
idolatrous. Trust God.
As we listen carefully to Jesus’ voice, we are forced to answer several penetrating
questions. Who is it that we really trust? Emblazoned on the currency and coins of
the United States is the controversial assertion, “In God We Trust.” Really? Who
or what do we truly value, more than anything else? Who or what has the first
place in our lives? Jesus wants his followers to choose well, for eternity lies in the
balance. He dispels any misunderstanding of the issues: he wants us to see them
very clearly. What, then, are the real priorities of the disciples of Jesus – those who
have submitted to his reign and whose hearts are righteous? Jesus answers.
In 6:19 Jesus begins a new set of instructions; the connection to what precedes is
far from clear as he moves from three spiritual disciplines (6:1-18) to the idea of
lordship and possessions (6:19-34). Dale Allison explains this as a shift to “social
obligation.” (11) Luther calls it “Sir Greed,” (12) but Calvin, correctly I think, reminds
us “that we have here a series of short utterances, not a continuing address.” (13) As
any synopsis of the Gospels shows, Matthew’s three sayings in 6:19-24 are found
in three different locations in Luke (see Luke 12:33-34; 11:34-35; 16:13).
But however you explain the shift or however far you extend the next section (I
connect 6:19 through 6:34), 6:19-24 contains three separable but similar units that
use concrete images/metaphors to teach one simple message on the necessity of
disciples disentangling themselves from possessions: treasures (6:19-21, the single
eye (6:22-23, and serving two masters (6:24). And then in 6:25-24 Jesus uses
images of God’s care for creation to instill trust in him for provisions. Instead of
seeing a logical progression in 6:19-24, which would assume these were given in
rapid succession by Jesus, it might be wiser for us to see these as three images
communicating a similar idea. Each unit contains a thesis statement (6:19a, 22a.
25) followed by two observations (6:19-20, 22b, 24b-c, and 26, 28-30) and a
concluding summary (6:21, 23c-d, 24d, 31-34).
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Treasures (6:19-21)
Jesus describes wealth in material terms that were typical for people of his day:
clothes, foodstuffs, and precious metals. “Treasures” involves possessions, but it is
not the same as possessions. Instead it refers to accumulations of things as a focus
of joy. It refers to the spirit of acquisitiveness or the desire to acquire. Yeshua
underscores the drawback of such treasures: their vulnerability to deterioration and
theft. There is simply no way to guarantee the protection and preservation of such
wealth. Moths or other insects can ruin clothes and spoil food. Metals can corrode.
Thieves are all too eager to steal even the most closely guarded treasures. The
follower of Jesus – the one who is committed both to Jesus and to his kingdom
vision and who lets that vision frame all of life, is prohibited from storing up
treasures.

Negative Wisdom about Treasure (v. 19)
When Yeshua said, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth
vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal …” (14) he was speaking in
terms that were highly relevant to his hearers. Jesus is speaking about the futility of
supposing that one can somehow amass wealth and keep it safe – one’s clothing,
one’s food supply, and ones’ gems and precious metals. Garments were considered
a part of one’s wealth in the Middle East. That is why Achan found a beautiful
Babylonian garment so tempting and sinned against the Lord, resulting in his
destruction (Joshua 7:21-26). Jesus reminded his hearers that all garments will
succumb to the moth, no matter how fine they are. The word “rust” is an
approximate translation of a word that means “eating” and refers better to the
spoiling action of worms upon food storage. Jesus is here reminding his listeners
that regardless of how vast their grain supplies, these supplies will ultimately
succumb to the rats, mice, and vermin. Finally, one’s gold and silver were never
safe in the ancient world. There were no such things as banks or savings and loans.
Valuables were generally storied or buried in one’s house. But the problem was
thieves could dig through the soft clay walls of homes and depart with the family
wealth. From the Lord’s point of view, the accumulation of wealth was a very
precarious pursuit due to natural laws of deterioration and the fact that we live in a
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fallen world. His advice still holds today, regardless of FDIC guarantees and
guaranteed high-yield investments.
So we see the surface meaning of Jesus’ words, but the question is what he really
meant by his command? Was he condemning all wealth? No. The Scriptures
nowhere contain a prohibition of private property. Nor is saving for a rainy days
forbidden. In fact, it is encouraged, as in the parable of the ant in Proverbs 6:6-8.
We are to provide for our own (1Timothy 5:8). Moreover, Paul tells us in 1
Timothy 4:3, 4 that we are not to despise the good things of life by becoming
ascetics, but rather are to enjoy food and the comforts of life. What Yeshua is
prohibiting in Matthew’s Gospel is the selfish accumulation of goods. In Luke
12:15 he puts it this way: “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed;
a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”
Certainly this is a warning to those who are rich, but this teaching is not for the
wealthy only. Our text does not say, “Do not lay up for yourselves money on
earth.” It says, “treasures,” and the Greek word used here is an inclusive term.
Certainly it refers to money, but it is not confined to money. What Jesus has in
mind are people who get their entire satisfaction from things that belong to this
world only. He warns us against focusing our ambitions, interests, and hopes on
the things of this life.
The reason Jesus gives for prohibiting the storing of such treasure is that it will be
destroyed. You cannot take it with you. It is temporal, not eternal. An old miser
called his doctor, lawyer, and minister to his death-bed. “They say you can’t take it
with you, “the dying man said. “But I’m going to try. I have three envelopes with
$30,000 cash in each one. I want each of you to take an envelope, and as they
lower my casket, throw in the envelopes!” each man tossed in his envelope as
requested. But on the way home the minister confessed, “I needed some money for
the church, so I took out $10,000.” The doctor said, “I’m building a clinic. So I
took $20,000 and threw in only $10,000.” The lawyer said, “Gentlemen, I’m
ashamed of you. I threw in a personal check for the full amount.” The old miser’s
material fixation produced a futile scheme to take his wealth with him, but the
scheme did not even survive his burial because of the materialism of his three
friends.
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None of us will take anything with us! When a neighbor asked my father how
much the richest man in town left when he died, my father responded, “He left it
all!” Job understood this perfectly: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and
naked I will depart” (Job 1:21). Or as the Spanish proverb says, “There are no
pockets in a shroud.” (15)
There is a tale of an eminent man, full of love of letters and art, who drew near the
end of his life. One day an old family servant found him moving slowly and with
tottering steps through his splendid library. He touched many a treasured volume
with sensitive, loving fingers. He laid gentle hands upon one after another of the
exquisite bits of statuary with which the room was adorned. He gazed at the many
beautiful paintings. And as he moved slowly about, he said over and over, “I must
leave you, I must leave you.” (16)
That is the truth! We can take none of our earthly treasures with us. No money, no
fame, and no position will go with us. We would be wise to remember that Jesus’
words of prohibition are a command, not an option.

Positive Wisdom about Treasure (v. 20)
We see the positive side of this matter in verse 20: “But store up for yourselves
treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not
break in and steal.” In contrast, the disciple is commanded to store up treasures
that last, and here “treasure” moves from things we value that are temporal to
things we value that are moral and eternal. Jesus uses typical merit language when
he uses “treasures.”
What Jesus is saying is that believers are positively rewarded in eternity according
to the way they live their lives here on earth.
“For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which
is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly
stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because
the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will
test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will
receive his reward” (1 Corinthians 3:11-14).
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“For behold, the days are coming, and the books will be opened in which are
written the sins of all those who have sinned, and moreover, also the
treasures in which are brought together the righteousness of all those who
have proved themselves to be righteous” (2 Bar. 24:1).
As to what this “reward” is, the Scriptures are basically silent, and that is probably
best. Needless to say, the treasure in Heaven will be substantial and beyond our
wildest dreams. The thing Jesus emphasizes for us is that treasure in Heaven will
be eternal. Nothing will destroy it – not moth or rust or thieves. This means we are
led to ask what lasts, and what lasts is love (see 1 Corinthians 13). “We can begin
to focus on the eternal if we live to love God and others (the Jesus Creed), if we
pursue justice as the way we are called to love others as God’s creations, if we live
out a life that drives for peace as how loving people treat one another, and if we
strive for wisdom instead of just knowledge or bounty.” (17) Jesus commonly urges
his followers to live their lives in the light of life after death, or in the age to come
(Matthew 5:3-12, 19-20, 22, 29-30: 7:13-14, 21-27). A concrete expression of
treasures that last is how Martin Luther King Jr., after winning the Nobel Peace
Prize, donated his considerable financial reward to the cause of human freedom. (18)
“Treasure” then, means more than net worth: it designates what defines a person’s
central value structure. People who focus on temporal values show themselves to
be “this world” people, rather than “heavenly” people. What we value – our
treasures, which are measured by whether and on what we spend our energies –
indicates where our heart, or the center of our passion, is.
One of my favorite southern writers (I have one book case devoted to them) is
Flannery O’Conner, a brilliant writer who used some of the most bizarre and
violent imagery of any American writer. But the one dimension of her life I most
admire was her simplicity. She lived on a farm in an out-of-the way place in
Georgia, and she and her mother tended some animals, including peacocks. She
worked in a simple study in a simple home on a budget that permitted both of them
to get by. This was the way for her to express her devout, God-fearing faith. And
part of that life was bearing with the awful pain of lupus that took this gifted
writer’s life far too early.
Lorraine V. Murray’ life of Flannery O’Conner (Collected Works, 1988) tells the
story of a correspondence with T.R. Spivey, who asked her about how to
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experience of God’s grace. Flannery wrote: “You have to practice self-denial.”
Murray continues: “For her that meant immersing herself in writing: “I never
completely forget myself except when I am writing.’” Murray’s next words reveal
Flannery’s simplicity: “She also practiced self-denial by giving money to charity
rather than spending it on herself. Flannery had money to give only because, like a
true monastic, she did not require much to live on – not because she had a great
supply of cash.”
Murray recounts how little she made from her books, how little the family farm
brought in as income, and how she – by now a well-known author – would travel
(in pain, often mentioned in her letters with humor) to speak at colleges for the
small fee so she could pay bills. She once received more than a normal amount for
speaking, and she used it to buy her mother a refrigerator. She checked out books
from libraries so as not to spend more money, and she once earned an $8,000 grant
– which would have been two years for most, but she announced she could make
that last five years.
I wonder if we need to immerse ourselves more in the stories of people like
Flannery O’Conner, who, out of their devotion to Christ, followed his life of
simplicity and lived on less so they could live a fuller life of love for others.

The Eye of the Body (6:22-23)
“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are healthy, your whole body
will be full of light. But if your eyes are unhealthy, your whole body will be
full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that
darkness!”
All languages have idioms – figures of speech that don’t make sense literally, such
as “raining cats and dogs,” or “beating around the bush.” Often phrases Jesus says
in the Gospels make little sense until we understand that they were Hebraic idioms.
By looking at the Semitic idioms in the Jewish literature of Jesus’ day, we can get
a much clearer understanding of Jesus’ teaching.
These two verses express something through an ancient image. In the passage
above, it isn’t clear why Jesus is talking about our eyes. Notice that he says the
“eye is the lamp of the body.” Lamps give off light. In this image, Jesus says the
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eye is something through which light passes onto objects. Such a view of how
humans could see was widespread in the ancient world. The descriptive word he
used about the eye is translated as “single,” “sound,” “healthy,” or “good.” Jesus
saying appears to be a Hebraic idiom that was used to describe a person’s attitude
toward others. The Hebrew understanding of “seeing” goes beyond using one’s
eyes. It refers to seeing and responding to others’ needs. An idiom that comes from
it is that a person who has a “good eye” is generous; that is, he sees the needs of
others and wants to help them. In contrast, one with a “bad eye” or “evil eye” is
focused on his own self-gain. We find these idioms in Proverbs:
A generous man (literally, “a good eye”) will himself be blessed, for he
shares his food with the poor” (Proverbs 22:9).
“A man with an evil eye hastens after wealth and does not know that want
will come upon him” (Proverbs 28:22, NASB).
Jesus uses the idiom of the “bad eye” for greed elsewhere in the Gospels. In the
parable of the landowner who pays all the laborers the same, the landowner says to
the workers, “Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with what is my own? Or is
your evil eye (Hebrew: ayin rah, Greek, opthalmous sou onerous ) because I am
generous?”
Yet another closely related idiom of that time is a “single eye,” which means a
sincere, selfless outlook on life. Whether Jesus was contrasting a “bad eye” (a
greedy, self-centered attitude) with a “single eye” (a sincere attitude), or a “good
eye” (a generous attitude), knowing these idioms can help us better understand the
Matthew 6 passage. If we love others sincerely and have a generous spirit, our life
will be full of light. If we think only of our own gain, turning a blind eye to the
needs of others our lives will be dark indeed.
To summarize what Jesus is driving at. The single eye or generous heart (6:21),
connects us to Jesus’ reference to giving to those who ask (5:42). But the single
eye is also said to result in one’s whole body being “full of light” (6:22). How are
we to understand this? In biblical usage light often symbolizes God’s truth; Jesus
and his people are the “light of the world” (John 8:12; Matthew 5:14-16). So, for
Jesus followers, if their eyes are single, light fills their entire being. The way ahead
of them is clearly illuminated by God’s truth, especially his spirit of generosity.
They see their way clear to spread God’s goodness to all those around them –
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much as God gives his gifts to the righteous and the unrighteous (Matthew 5:45).
To stifle the light of God’s truth and values is tragic, for then “how great is the
darkness!” (6:23). (19) Keeping a single eye calls for focused commitment to
kingdom values/ethics. The evidence that Jesus’ followers have such a focus is
their generosity, giving alms to those in need and holding money lightly.

Two Masters (6:24)
In our culture we are taught that one must follow Jesus – and only Jesus - yet we
are simultaneously invited to embrace both American culture and Christian
subculture in America. These cultural forces become so dominate to our new world
that we quickly lose sight of where Jesus ends and where external culture begins.
This would not be a problem if American culture looked like Jesus or if American
Christian culture looked like Jesus – but quit often, neither does. Jesus is a figure
who presents a new way of living that is so radical and counter to our instinct that
it doesn’t fit into any cultural construct. Jesus wanted to change both secular and
religious culture; he didn’t want to simply fit into it. Yet this is what we’ve done –
we’ve slowly developed a concept of Jesus that fits neatly into our own cultural
experience, allowing us to believe that we can somehow be equally loyal to our
culture and Jesus at the same time.
Jesus says “No one can serve two masters” and his words apply the first
commandment to the idol of possessions (Exodus 20:3). That commandment was
rooted in the distinct affirmation of ancient Israel’s faith: there is only one God.
YHWH (Deuteronomy 6:4). One’s affection is for either one or the other. Jesus
pushes the disciple to his major point: there are two masters; one master is God and
the other master is “mammon” (NIV “money”), or possessions. (20)
In Luke 16:19-31 Yeshua tells a story about a rich man who refused to show any
mercy to a beggar at his gate. His self-centered, stingy spirit never thought of
aiding poor Lazarus, who longed to be fed with crumbs from the man’s table.
Ultimately death came to them both, and the rich man was plunged into the
darkness that had long been in his soul. In torment, he begged for a messenger to
go and tell his living relatives about the truths he had failed to see during his life.
Materialism shuts out the light of Christ. Such was the case with Esau, Solomon in
later life, and tragic Demas, who forsook Paul “because he loved this world” (2
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Timothy 4:10). And it is the same for us. The increasing materialism of the church
is shutting out the light of Christ. The effects of an ungenerous spirit are far worse
than any of us really knows.
Unless both “masters” – both ways of living – are exact clones of each other, we
will eventually end up being pulled in conflicting directions, which will force us to
make a choice or remain in the middle with our arms pulled out of their sockets.
Dividing loyalty between the way of Jesus and anything else – even if it looks
“Christian” – won’t work in any practical sense. If we actually want to follow in
the footsteps of Jesus, we have no other option than to set aside any other loyalty
that could ultimately give us conflicting direction.
Love and hate are common Semitic idioms. Jesus’ meaning is clear – you will
always prefer one master over the other. (Cf. Luke14:26 where the same language
is used concerning one’s family and Christ). In the case of opposing masters of
God and money (Mammon), we will always prefer one over the other. Both of
these masters make total demands on us. Worldly things demand our entire
devotion, but so does God. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your strength” (Deuteronomy 6: 5). God wants our all!
The moment we realize that something else is becoming the object of our devotion
and loyalty, God wants us to set – whatever it is – aside, and offer him our
devotion. It is impossible for two objects, two people, two philosophies, two ways
of living, two anything, to share primary loyalty. There’s only room for one.
Long ago Ralph Martin wrote a short sketch of what the New Testament says
about money. This is a summarization of his warning about mammonolatry. (21)
Money has a way of freezing our hands and feet and stiffening our hearts; it has a
way of becoming like Gollum’s ring, something we cannot do without and that
becomes the focus of our attention. Jesus knows the danger of money. Ralph
Martin defines it this way:
“This sin may be defined as the spirit of grasping and acquisitiveness, the
insatiable longing for more of material possessions and a consequent lack of
contentment and absence of trust in God our Father who has promised to
supply all needful things to His children” (Matthew 6:32).
As Martin observed, Jesus personifies “mammon” in this text. He makes it a god
alongside the one true God and says, “Take your pick, and you only get one.” In

299

the final analysis there is nothing so insulting to God as to say we are serving him
but then to show by our lives that we are serving Mammon.
This story is told as the actual truth which perfectly illustrates what we are saying:
It is the story of a farmer who one day went happily and with great joy in his heart
to report to his wife and family that their best cow had given birth to twin calves,
one red and one white. And he said, “You know, I have suddenly had a feeling and
impulses that we must dedicate one of these calves to the Lord. We will bring them
up together, and when the time comes we will sell one and keep the proceeds, and
we will sell the other and give the proceeds to the Lord’s work.” His wife asked
him which he was going to dedicate to the Lord. “There is no need to bother about
that now,” he replied,” we will treat them both in the same way, and when the time
comes we will do as I say.” And off he went.
In a few months the man entered his kitchen looking very miserable and unhappy.
When his wife asked him what was troubling him, he answered, “I have bad news
to tell you. The Lord’s calf is dead.” “But,” she said, “you had not decided which
was to be the Lord’s calf.” “Oh yes,” he said: “I had always decided that it was to
the white one, and it is the white one that has died. The Lord’s calf is dead.”
We may laugh at that story, but God forbid that we should be laughing at
ourselves. It is always the Lord’s calf that dies. When money becomes difficult, the
first thing we economize on is our contribution to God’s work. (22) Where is your
heart? Which master do we serve – God or Money!

Summary:
The challenge we face is for too long we’ve been trying to serve more than one
master without even knowing it. Instead of seeing ourselves primarily as followers
of Jesus, we’ve grown to see ourselves as Americans, Calvinists, Charismatics,
Anglicans, Conservatives, Liberals, and a million other identities that subtly
compete with Jesus for our loyalty. While these labels aren’t necessarily bad or
destructive, they become bad and destructive when placed out of order – receiving
our primarily loyalty and becoming our primary identity, instead of allowing Jesus
himself to fill that position. Given enough time and enough circumstances, all of
these nationalistic, tribal allegiances will ultimately clash with the countercultural
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teachings of Jesus and will force us to choose between Jesus and other loyalties,
even if we don’t always realize it is even happening.
The words of Matthew 6:19-24 provides us with a graciously revealing mirror of
God’s will concerning our treasures as well as a reflection of the condition of our
souls. In this passage Jesus tells us not to store up earthly treasures, which are
transitory, but to lay up for ourselves treasures in Heaven. He then goes on to
proclaim “where your treasure is, there will be your heart also.” If we want to
know where the center of our being is, all we have to do is honestly admit where
our treasure is. The image we see in this spiritual mirror may be terrifying, but the
reflection is gracious, for then, we can do something about the situation, with
God’s help. Today’s church, which is riddled with materialism and narcissism,
needs this mirror desperately. As Os Guinness says in his book The Gravedigger
Files:
“Firm Believer says it all. With spiritual narcissism so well advanced, “firm
believer” is a matter of aerobics rather than apologetics, of human fitness
rather than divine faithfulness. Shapeliness is now next to godliness, training
righteous character has given way to trimming the right curves.” (23)
The church’s laying up earthly treasures is further seen in the popular theologies of
success and the proliferation of “Jesus junk” and “holy hardware.” These
commercial ventures with a veneer of Christian platitudes reveal the materialistic
philosophies that have invaded the church. Luther’s indulgence-peddling
archenemy, Tetzel, would feel right at home with some of today’s money hungry
Protestants who apparently will do almost anything for a buck.
“The Lord is my banker, my credit is good … He giveth me the key to his
strongbox. He restoreth my faith in riches. He guideth me in the paths of
prosperity for his namesake.” (24)
Materialism clouds our vision. Individual Christians as well as the corporate
church today urgently needs to hold itself up to the mirror of Jesus’ words and take
them to heart.
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CHAPTER 17
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 6:25-34

TRUST, NOT WORRY
OUR HALLMARK

“Therefore, I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or
about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more
than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable
than they? Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life?
And why do you worry about clothes? See how the flowers of the field grow. They
do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was
dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is
here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you
– you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall
we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and
your heavenly Fathers knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and
his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do
not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has
enough trouble of its own.” (1)
Jesus continues with the themes of 6:19-24, the danger of possessions and their
capacity to become idols that demolish faithfulness and mission. The good
treasure, the sound/generous eye, and the one true master will morph in 6:25-34 (2)
to be trusting God for provision in order to focus life on the kingdom and
righteousness (6:33-34). While Matthew 6:19-24 warned us all about the problem
of materialism, in 6:25 he turns to its twin malady of worry. Jesus knew that a
materialistic focus leads us to anxiety regardless of whether one is rich or poor.
Three times in this text the Lord tells us not to worry:
“Therefore I tell you do not worry about your life” (v. 25).
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“So do not worry …” (v. 31).
“Therefore do not worry about tomorrow.” (v. 34).
Here our Lord powerfully and memorably gives us his counsel regarding anxiety.
Notice that Yeshua begins this final section with the word “therefore.” He is
drawing a conclusion from the preceding instruction about storing treasures in
heaven, not earth, about keeping a sound and generous eye: and about serving God,
not Money. Jesus’ followers should not “worry” – by which he means to be
excessively fearful. The Sermon has raised this real concern. If his followers are so
openhanded with their resources, do they not risk poverty themselves? Can they
get so carried away in giving to kingdom causes that they themselves lack food and
clothing? And what about surviving when times are so difficult economically?
Surely this approach to finances is too risky and too perilous. It makes us afraid in
many ways, as it must have frightened his audience. Can it be feasible to trust God
alone? His counsel was needed then, and it is even more needed today. Anxiety is
the universal disease of our age. Way back in 1961 Time magazine said:
“Not merely the black statistics of murder, suicide, alcoholism, and divorce
betray anxiety … but almost any innocent everyday act: the limp or overhearty handshake, the second pack of cigarettes or the third martini, the
forgotten appointment, the stammer in mid-sentence, the wasted hour before
the TV set, the spanked child, the new car unpaid for. (3)
And things have not gotten any better since, have they? Businessmen torment
themselves with imagined scenarios of what could take place if X does so and so
and Y counters. Parents worry over the future of their children until it is their very
future that is in question. Students worry over examinations and future interviews
and dates and grad school and money. The philosopher and theologian, Soren
Kierkegaard said it well: “No grand Inquisitor has in readiness such terrible
tortures as anxiety.” Today people consume tranquilizers and sedatives by the ton
and are running to counselors, social workers, psychologists, and psychiatrists by
the millions. Christ’s counsel is sorely needed, and what he says here can profit
every one of us.
I do not believe Christ’s intent here is to foster in us a detached “who cares”
attitude. There is a type of good worry (or perhaps I should say good concern) that
all healthy Christians have. For example, Luther says we are to be anxious about
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the spiritual well-being of others’ and points to Paul as the example in 2
Corinthians 11:28, 29:
“Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the
churches. Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do
not inwardly burn?”
We are also to be concerned about the state of our hearts and the incessant
temptations to sin (see Psalms 38 and 51). And there is the care and concern that is
inherent in any serious work for God. We are to think, plan, and anticipate any
pitfalls (see Luke 14:28-32). Some concern is good, but Jesus is counseling against
worry that is self-centered and has at its root a lack of trust in God. No good
architect does a good job of building a bridge without sometimes waking up at
night and checking his figures, the quality of his metals, and the quality of his
design. No great athlete performs to his or her best without some concern about
what he or she is doing. The distinction is sometimes very subtle. A preacher might
be honestly concerned about his sermon – that it be true to the text, practical,
spoken in the power of the Holy Spirit and in love. Or he might simply be worried
about his reputation. The first is healthy and godly, the second is not.

Christ’s Counsel: Do not be anxious because God is the King of life (vv. 25-30)
“Therefore I tell, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or
about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the
body more than clothes?”
Yeshua’s words here get our attention because he cites the world’s trinity of cares
– what we eat, drink, and wear. One glance at the TV or current magazine and we
see how on target Jesus was. An issue of Accent (its byline: ‘a magazine for a
celebration of lives lived outside the ordinary’) some time back carried the normal
alluring advertisements for champagne, cigarettes, food, clothing, antiques, and
carpets, together with an “esoteric weekend shopping in Rome.” There were also
articles on how to win a luxury cabin cruiser or 100 bottle cases of scotch. The
following month’s issue included articles on staying in bed, high-fashion
underwear, and the “delights of reindeer meat and snow-berries” everything
needed for the welfare of the body and “how to feed it, clothe it, cool it, relax it,
entertain it …. and titillate it.” (4) Self-indulgence is what our culture is all about,
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and that is why there is so much anxiety. Such narcissism is obviously unhealthy,
being built on a false reductionist view of humanity – the belief that we are just
bodies that need to be fed, watered, clothed, and housed.
Our culture has attempted to replace authentic pleasure and joy with consumerism.
The gospel that consumerism proclaims to us is simple: Consuming an excess of
artificial pleasures can satisfy your hunger for infinite pleasure. Television
commercials and newspaper/magazine advertisements proclaim this gospel
millions of times each day. According to one recent ad, “Whoever said it’s better
to give than to receive was obviously never on the receiving end of this car …
What more could you hope for?” Another ad declares, “This holiday, we’d like to
encourage excessive drinking. Water, of course … indulge. It’s a good thing.”
The ditties may differ, but the results are the same: if we accept their message, life
becomes a frenzied struggle for more as we try to fill our infinite emptiness with an
excess of finite pleasures. The drunk tries to cure his hangover with another beer.
The middle-aged man desperately combs the Internet for a more alluring picture of
a more exquisite model in a more explicit pose. The first-grader wails in the aisle
of Toys “R” Us, “If I only get this one, I’ll never ask for another toy again!” The
teen glances across the grandeur of the Painted Desert and declares with disgust,
“We came all the way out here to see dirt, rocks, and dead trees?” – then immerses
himself in lifeless pixels prancing across the face of a handheld game. Adults have
three-car garages attached to households of two, television sets in every room of
the house, closets that bulge with clothes we never wear, and waistlines that bulge
because of calories we never needed in a consumerist culture:
“we no longer catch our breath at the sight of a rainbow or the scent of a
rose, as we once did … We no longer run our fingers through water, no
longer shout at the stars, or make faces at the moon … Certainly, the new
can amaze us: a space shuttle, the latest computer game, the softest diaper.
Till tomorrow, till the new becomes old, till yesterday’s wonder is discarded
or taken for granted.” (5)
A few years ago, an article in USA Today included this unwitting indictment of
consumerism:
“We buy, buy, buy, hoping to fill that empty, yearning hole in our soul. And
as we rack up more debt, we buy possessions in a useless attempt to comfort
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ourselves … Every time I add something to my pile, I feel a whoosh of
pleasure, like a firework going off. And for a moment, everything’s all right.
But then, gradually, the light and sparkles disappear, and I’m left with cold,
dark blackness again. So I look around feverishly for something else … But
the whooshes are getting shorter and shorter each time. Why won’t the
pleasure stay? Why don’t I feel happier?” (6)
The solution is not simply choosing to be satisfied with what we have – although
that would be a good place to start! We must authentically recognize God as the
source of Delight and allow him to satisfy our deepest longings. When we do, we
begin to discover infinite joy in the ordinary events of our lives – in a glance or a
touch or a song, in a field of corn or a friend who cares, in a moon or an amoeba, in
a lifeless loaf that suddenly symbolizes the body of our Savior. ((7)
Jesus did not teach us to despise the pleasures of life, but he did say by implication
if we see life in this reductionist manner, we are bound to have anxiety. And
frankly I believe this is where Christians’ anxiety comes from. We say our values
are above the world, but in fact we often believe there is little more to life than
what we eat, drink, or wear. Jesus’ words in verse 25 are very convincing. They
not only give us the diagnosis of our anxiety, but they also contain a subtle a
fortiori argument (that is, an argument that proceeds from the greater to the lesser).
The argument is found in the final line of the verse: “Is not life more important
than food, and the body more important than clothes?” Since life itself comes
directly from God, why should we worry and fret about his giving us the food and
drink necessary for life? He will not go halfway. He gave you life, and he will
maintain it as long as he wills. If there is a God who has given us the great gift of
life (and he has!), we do not need to be anxious about the little things we need day
by day.
Anxiety is a barometer of one’s God: those with anxiety about “life” worship
Mammon, while those without anxiety worship the providing God. Teachings like
these, of course, fall hard on the emotions of those who are more prone to worry
than those who are careless, while the same words of Jesus are easily absorbed by
shirkers. Jesus’ words are misunderstood by both: some of us need to learn to trust
while others need to be more concerned in a proper way.
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Next Jesus gives us in verses 26-30 three illustrations of his care from the animate
and inanimate world. These illustrations enforce what he has already said. The first
has to do with food and the example of the birds:
“Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more
valuable than they? Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to
your life?” (v. 26).
This is a verse that John Stott loves to quote. He is Rector Emeritus of All Souls’
in London and is one of the foremost Bible expositors in the world – and a zealous
bird-watcher. He says:
“Some readers may know that I happen myself to have been since boyhood
an enthusiastic bird-watcher. I know, of course, that bird-watching is
regarded by some as a rather eccentric pastime; they view the likes of me
with quizzical and patronizing amusement. But I can claim Biblical – indeed
dominical – warrant for this anxiety. “Consider the fowls of the air,” said
Jesus according to the AV, and this in basic English could be translated
“watch birds”! (Indeed I am quite serious, for the Greek verb in this
command [emblepsate eis] means “fix your eye on, so as to take a good look
at.” (8)
All those years of watching birds led him to see all sorts of lessons about life in the
birds. In his book The Birds Our Teachers, Stott found eleven lessons about life:
From the ravens, we learn faith.
From the migration of storks, repentance.
From the head of owls, facing both ways.
From the value of sparrows, self-esteem.
From the drinking of pigeons, gratitude.
From the metabolism of hummingbirds, work.
From the soaring of eagles, freedom.
From the territory of (English) robins, space.
From the wings of a hen, shelter.
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From the song of larks, joy.
From the breeding cycle of all birds, love.
From nature one can learn the lessons of divine providence, and some of us need to
be reminded of this because we can look and not see a world alive with God’s
presence. When we take a good look at the birds and verse 26, we see the obvious.
There are millions of birds, and by and large they are healthy and happy. None of
them are suffering hypertension, none are suffering stress-related diseases, and
certainly none of them are worrying. God takes care of them even though, unlike
us, they do not sow or reap. And God will take care of us too. That is the obvious
meaning.
In the Eastern Orthodox tradition, where the world is aflame with the presence of
God, Father Schmemann writes: “All that exists is God’s gift to man, and it all
exists to make God known to man, to make man’s life communion with God.” (9)
The eye of faith can see in nature what Jesus saw: the providential care of the
Father. Jesus’ favored form of “natural” theology was to tell parables.
But what Jesus did not mean needs to be said too. He was not calling us to laziness
or indolence. Birds themselves instinctively make provision for the future. In fact,
some argue no creature works harder than the birds! Neither does the example of
the birds teach us if we trust God, every day will be smooth sailing. Sparrows
sometimes starve, sometimes they are eaten by predators, and certainly they all die
in a short span.
The specific application is this: The birds demonstrate God’s care for the lower
creation, and thus we who are a much higher creation can be assured of his great
care.
Said the robin to the sparrow:
“I should really like to know
Why these anxious human beings
Rush about and worry so.”
Said the sparrow to the robin:
“Friend, I think that it must be
That they have no heavenly Father,
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Such as cares for you and me.”
Elizabeth Cheney
Streams in the Desert, Oct. 10
Well said! But the truth is even stronger because the birds do not, in fact, have a
father. Only we, his children, can call God our Father. What’s more, the birds do
not bear his image, but we do! Jesus’ questions, “Are you not much more valuable
than they?” (v. 26) is an understatement! There is no reason for us to be anxious.
We need not fret about the essentials of life.
Moreover, our anxiety will not lengthen our lives. Verse 27 says, “Who of you by
worrying can add a single hour to his life?” Worry about clothing, food, and drink
will not add to our quality of life, and it certainly will not lengthen our life span. In
fact, anxiety not only inhibits our ability to enjoy the things of life – it shortens our
time to enjoy them!’
Next to birds, Jesus sees divine providence at work in the many colorful Galilean
flowers, which do not “labor” or “spin” (as in creating fabric) but are beautiful –
even more beautiful than Solomon at the top of his game.
Jesus gave this beautiful teaching illustration:
“And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow.
They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his
splendor was dressed like one of these” (vv. 28, 29).
In light of Solomon’s great glory, some might think this illustration is overstated.
Far from it! “Lilies of the field” are wildflowers, and a microscope applied to any
of them reveals a magnificence that makes Solomon’s robes look like rags! These
wildflowers collectively decorate the green grass with exquisite beauty for a short
time, but then they are mown down like mere weeds and are tossed into the
furnace. We again see the divine logic:
“If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and
tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of
little faith?” (v. 20).
As we read a passage like this, we should see that it flows straight out of Yeshua’s
own experience of life. He had watched the birds wheeling around, high up on the
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currents of air in the Galilean hills, simply enjoying being alive. He had figured out
they never seemed to do the sort of work that humans did, and yet they mostly
stayed alive and well. He had watched a thousand different kinds of flowers
growing in the fertile Galilee soil – the word translated “lily” here includes several
different plants, such as the autumn crocus, the anemone and the gladiolus and had
held his breath at their fragile beauty. One sweep of a scythe, one passing donkey,
and this wonderful object, worth putting in an art gallery, is gone. Where did its
beauty come from? It didn’t spend hours in front of the mirror putting on make-up.
It didn’t go shopping in the market for fine clothes. It was just itself: glorious,
God-given, beautiful. Since God takes care of inanimate flowers that cannot reason
or toil, how much more will he care for his gifted creation, to whom he repeatedly
gives his immediate and living presence. Luther says it for us all:
“I see … that the flowers stand there and make us blush and become our
teachers. Thank you, flowers, you, who are to be devoured by the cows! God
has exalted you very highly, that you become our masters and teachers.” (10)
He argues from the lesser (birds, flowers) to the greater (humans) and argues that if
God provides for the lesser, surely he will provide for the greater. But we dare not
miss the value Jesus places on humans. Hear the words of Chrysostom: “The force
of the emphasis is on ‘you’ to indicate covertly how great the value set upon your
personal existence and the concern God shows for you in particular.” (11)
Those who are unwilling to see the hand of God in providence and trust the caring
Father for the necessities of life are called “you of little faith,” a term in Matthew
for faith failure, that is, those living between faithful discipleship and unbelief
(8:26; 14:31; 16:8; 17:20).
How powerful Jesus’ argument is! “Is not life more important than food, and the
body more important than clothes?” (v. 25b). Since he has given us the great gift
of life, will he not give us the lesser daily things? Consider the birds, consider the
flowers, and rest in him!
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Christ’s Counsel: Do not be Anxious because you are the King’s Children (vv.
31-34)
“So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or
‘What shall we wear?’”(v. 31).
Jesus repeatedly prohibits anxiety. Ancient education knew the value or repetition,
and an ancient Greek line went like this: melete to pan (“practice/repetition is
everything”). (9) But this repetition is not so much educative as it is rhetorical: he
repeats, like using a drill, in order to probe deeper.
Here Jesus changes the argument to a more personal vein. We need not be anxious
because we are the King’s children. He will provide all we need. He also needs us
to understand that if we are anxious about these things, we will be just like the
secular world: “For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly
Father knows that you need them” (v. 22).
The Gentiles seek material things because they over-estimate their significance.
The characteristic tendency of those without Christ is to be bound by the horizons
of earth. Everything is crammed into the visible. This, in turn, promotes worry
about secondary matters such as food and clothes.
A rhetorically forceful argument for a Jew was to say a given behavior was Gentile
or pagan, and Jesus has already done that in the Sermon (6:7-8). Yeshua’s words
are not just rhetorical; for him the pagans were the Romans who were found just
north of Nazareth, in Sepphoris (where wine, women, song, theatre, and opulence
were the way of life) or Tiberius (in full view from Capernaum and from the
traditional location of this Sermon). They provided a living example of what the
disciple was not to be.
Unbelievers’ - the Roman pagan world - anxiety also rests on a misunderstanding
of God’s character. They naturally think of God as far removed from the
complexities of life and ignorant of their struggles. What distinguishes our thinking
as Christians from unbeliever is we know our “heavenly Father knows that [we]
need” all the things” (v. 23b). God is our Father, and he wants us to trust him.
Here he appeals to providence at the level of God’s omniscience and benevolence.
God both knows what you need and God will provide what we need.
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So when Yeshua tells us not to worry about what to eat, or drink, or wear, he
doesn’t mean that these things don’t matter. He doesn’t mean that we should prefer
(as some teachers have suggested) to eat and drink as little as possible, and to wear
the most ragged and disreputable clothes, just to show that we despise such things.
Far from it! Jesus liked a party as much as anyone, and when he died the soldiers
so admired his tunic that they threw dice for it rather than tearing it up. But the
point was again priorities. Put the world first, and you’ll find it gets moth-eaten in
your hands. Put God first, and you’ll get the world thrown in.
How, then, as God’s children should we live? Jesus gives his famous answer in
verse 33: “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things
will be given to you as well.” Are kingdom and righteousness near synonyms?
Both of these terms are central terms for Jesus, and we have already discussed both
(at 5:3 and 5:6). “Kingdom” is Jesus’ shorthand expression for the Story of Israel’s
hope for this world coming to completion in Jesus, and it takes place as the society
that does God’s will under King Jesus is empowered by God’s redemptive work.
Seeking his kingdom primarily means trying to spread the reign of Christ through
the spread of the gospel. As such, it partakes in the Story of Jesus – his life, death,
burial, resurrection and exaltation as King and Judge – and those who enter that
Story through repentance, faith, and baptism are those who will enter into that
kingdom reality.
When Jesus says “righteousness,” he is using a common term in the Jewish world:
it describes God’s will, and those who are “righteous” are those who do that will. It
means a profound poverty of spirit. It means behavioral conformity to God’s will,
now made known in Jesus. Seeking his righteousness involves making his
righteousness attractive in all areas of life – personal, family, material, international. It is central to the Messianic Ethic. Both “kingdom” and “righteousness”
are about God’s will: the first focused on the Story now realized and the second on
that kingdom’s ethics. We should connect these two terms as we pray for God’s
kingdom and God’s will to be done on earth as in heaven in the Lord’s Prayer.
The Lord tells us that the one who does this is approved. “Blessed are those who
hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled” (Matthew 5:6).
Matthew 6:33 marvelously encompasses our evangelistic and social responsebilities, which we are to carry out with fervor one day at a time. “Therefore do not
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worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough
trouble of its own” (v. 34).
“Tomorrow,” the future, will have trouble. It is unavoidable. No Christian should
ever be caught in what I call the “then syndrome.” “Then things are going to be
trouble free.” “When I get married, then I’ll be beyond trouble.” “When I finish
this degree then”. . . “When I have children then … when I get a promotion then …
when we win the lottery then…” It is futile to try to live a problem-free life. You
can spend all your time and energy fortifying the castle of your life, but there is
always a place that goes unguarded. Tomorrow will have its challenges and trials,
no matter how hard you try to prevent them.
Again, Jesus prohibits anxiety or “worry.” But this time he uses “tomorrow,”
which becomes the basis for a bit of wisdom. We are not to worry about tomorrow.
Worry will not destroy tomorrow’s trials, but it will sabotage our strength. George
McDonald put it this way: “No man ever sank under the burden of the day. It is
when tomorrow’s burden is added to the burden of today, and the weight is more
than a man can bear.” (12)
Worrying does not enable you to escape evil. It makes you unfit to cope with it.
The truth is, we always have the strength to bear the trouble when it comes. But we
do not have the strength to bear worrying about it. If you add today’s troubles to
tomorrow’s troubles, you give yourself an impossible burden. This is not a light
dismissal nor just a solid psychological principle, but a theological perception that
kingdom and righteousness require full attention each day. Tomorrow can wait; for
those who let this theological vision shape their life, there will be provision.
The anxious heart receives all kinds of blows through anticipatory anxiety that will
never happen. Some of us have suffered much more in this world than has ever
happened to us. We fear everything because everything is possible. Such a heart
possesses nothing, though it may have all. Its only real possessions are its fears.
The counsel of Jesus is so beautiful. Anxiety is futile. Do not borrow trouble. How
can we possibly do this?
Verse 33 is the answer! “Seek first” is in the present imperative, which means we
are to be in a continual quest for God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness. When
you and I do this, our focus is no longer what we wear, eat, and drink, and we are
thus liberated from the blight of anxiety. If we constantly seek him, there will be
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no room for lesser matters. If we seek his kingdom and his righteousness, the cares
of the day will flee.

Summary
God is the Creator and Sustainer. Too often we believe like theists (a personal
God) and act like deists (a distant, impersonal, non-interactive, uninvolved God).
We say we believe in God, trust in God, and are sustained by God; but in our
actions we do everything for ourselves, trusting in ourselves and anxious about the
providence of God, which unravels our theism. We believe that God not only gives
life but is life itself, and that belief means that every breath we take and every
moment of life we live comes from and is sustained by the creator God. Without
venturing into pantheism (all is God) or a softer version in panentheism (God is in
all), the Christian faith affirms that all of life in the entire cosmos is from God and
is sustained by God. God, then, is already at work in all of life.
This is why the ancient Israelites prayed to God for provisions and thanked God
for the provision they had. This is why the entire framework of blessings and
curses (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28) finds its way so deeply in the Bible’s
understanding of how life works: since God is Creator, and since God is
responsible for sustenance, the presence and absence of provisions are acts of God.
This is not to say there is a one-to-one correlation of obedience and provision
because God’s world is more flexible and complex than this. As Job teaches us,
sometimes God withholds blessing in order to test. As the exiles in Babylon reveal,
sometimes God’s entire people suffer because of the sins of its leaders even when
some have been faithful. And as prophets like Amos and Haggai warn, sometimes
the poor suffer because the powerful exploit and oppress. An abundance of
possessions can create anxiety, as Hillel once said (“the more property, the more
care” [m’ ‘Abot 2:7]), while their absence can also create anxiety.
Deep in the heart of the biblical Story is the conviction the creator God provides.
Nothing makes this more manifest than the famous manna and quail story of
Exodus 16 and God’s sustaining of Elisha (2 Kings 4:42-44), two depictions of
God’s provision outdone only by Jesus’ feeding miracles (Matthew 14:12-21;
13:32-39; John 6:5-13) and by the Eucharist itself (Matthew 26:17-30. This deep
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source of provision in the God who cares (cf. Leviticus 25:18-24; 1 Peter 5:7)
summons us to trust God for provision in Jesus’ ministry.
For sale on the wall in nearly every Christian bookstore and then found sometimes
on the walls of Christian homes is a picture of an old man or an old woman bowing
in thanks over a small loaf of bread. This posture of thanks reminds us that God
cares and provides. A careful reading of our text in the context of Jesus’ own
radical itinerant ministry prompts us to think our full pantries and refrigerators are
playing a different game than the one Jesus and his followers played. These are
words for radicals about a radical lifestyle of trusting God for the ordinaries of life
while devoting oneself unreservedly toward the kingdom mission. This leads us to
think of the Nazirite vow (Numbers 6:1-21), of the rugged (not romantic) realities
of Psalm 23, and of John the Baptist’s minimalist diet in the wilderness (Matthew
3:4). This passage is designed to make us feel uncomfortable about our lifestyle.
In summary: Reject the secular reductionist mind-set. You are more than a body.
Along with this, refuse to focus on the world’s trinity of cares.
Consider the birds and the flowers. If God cares for the lesser, what will he do for
the greater – for us?
Do not live in the future. Live now. Put your arms around your spouse right now.
Take a walk with your child today. Enjoy the life God has given you.
“But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will
be given to you as well.”
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CHAPTER 18
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 7:1-6

THE SPLINTER AND
THE TELEPHONE POLE

“Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others ,
you will be judged, and with the measures you use, it will be measured to you.
Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s [TNIV: ‘someone
else’s’] eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? ‘How can you say
to your brother [TNIV: omits ‘to your brother’], ‘Let me take the speck out of your
eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take
the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck
from your brother’s [TNIV:’ the other person’s’] eye.”
Do not give dogs what is sacred to dogs; do not throw your pearls before swine. If
you do, they may trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces.”
(1)

William Shakespeare based a whole play on the second verse of Matthew 7.
Measure for Measure is classified as a “comedy,” and indeed everything works out
very well in the end. But much of the play is dark and disturbing.
Angelo, a noble but stern lord, is left in charge of Vienna while Vincentio, the
Duke, goes away for a spell. At least, he pretends to go away, but actually he stays
near at hand, in disguise. No sooner has Angelo taken power than, obeying the
Duke’s instructions, he tightens up the ancient laws, condemning to death one
Claudio, who has fathered a child out of wedlock. Isabella, the condemned man’s
sister, pleads for his life, warning Angelo that judgment from God himself is
impartial, and that he too may find himself in need of the mercy which God
provided in Christ:
Why, all the souls that were forfeit once;
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And He that might the vantage best have took
Found out the remedy. How would you be
If He, which is the top of judgment, should
But judge you as you are? O, think on that;
And mercy then will breathe within your lips,
Like man new made.
Measure for Measure Act 2, Scene 2

Angelo refuses: Claudio must die. But at the same time Angelo is smitten by a
passionate lust for Isabella herself, and offers to spare her brother if only she will
allow him to have his way with her. The plot twists and turns, but ends with
Angelo, his own vice having been exposed, pleading for the death he richly
deserves. But the Duke, weaving the threads of the story together, pardons one and
all, while at the same time a deep and rich justice is done.
Shakespeare hints throughout at the Christian meanings of justice and mercy. The
sovereign God, who seems to be absent from the world, is in fact present,
supremely of course in Jesus himself. He takes human sin and self-righteousness
exposes them and deals with them, and yet allows mercy to triumph gloriously
over justice. There is a mystery here which deserves much pondering.
This is the mystery that lies underneath the present passage. Yeshua warns sternly
against condemning others. Of course, this does not mean (as some have thought)
that no follower of Jesus should ever be a magistrate or judge. God intends that this
world should be ordered, and that injustice should be held in check. Jesus is
referring, not to official law courts, but to the judgments and condemnation that
occur within ordinary lives, as people set themselves up as moral guardians and
critics of one another.
The ever-present fact is, people are by nature critical and condemning – they are
judgmental. The experience of a certain young bachelor illustrates this. Every time
he brought a prospective wife home, his mother criticized her unmercifully. The
young man was at his wit’s end when a friend offered this advice: “Find someone
like your mother.” So he looked and looked until he found a clone. She looked like
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his mother, her gait was like his mother’s, she talked like his mother, and she even
thought like his mother. It was amazing! So he took her home. The next time he
saw the friend who had given the advice and was asked how his mother liked the
girl, the bachelor answered, “It went great. My mother loved her, but my father
couldn’t stand her.”

Overview
A critical spirit, a judgmental, condemning spirit, is endemic to the human
situation. The media, social relationships, our schooling, and our work situations
are immersed in it. And though we often joke about it, experiencing it is most
unpleasant. Few things are more exhausting and debilitating than harsh, unloving
criticism.
Even sadder, the church of Jesus Christ is itself full of those who make a habit of
criticism and condemnation. Some seem to think their critical spirit is a spiritual
gift. But the Lord does not agree. In the opening verses of Matthew 7 (the final
chapter of the Sermon on the Mount), our Lord sets the record straight in no
uncertain terms. He tells us how we should relate to our brothers and sisters in this
matter of judgmentalism, especially in respect to the fact that we all will undergo
final judgment.
Bible readers, especially ministers (and commentators on blogs), inevitably begin
to think like God about ourselves and others. Mark Allen Powell discovered that
preachers tend to identify with Jesus (and God) when they read the Bible, while lay
folks almost always identify with characters in the text instead of with Jesus or
God. (2) The most familiar with the Bible are tempted to think they are God!
Perhaps so, and even if not, standing in for God was a problem for those whom
Jesus is addressing. It is likely that Bible readers, because they absorb God’s
perspective in Bible reading, will become judges. In spite of the strong warnings in
the Bible about being judges, we often find ourselves judging others. So we need
to hear what James 4:11-12 says to us”
“Brothers and sisters, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks
against a brother or sister or judges them speaks against the law and judges
it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on
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it. There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and
destroy. But you – who are you to judge your neighbor?”
This text (and we should not forget Romans 14 as a similar text) provides an early
window into what Jesus was getting at when he said, “Do not judge.” James warns
his readers when they begin to judge (condemn) others, they are assuming the
posture of God, not the posture of humans. In assuming that posture, they have
usurped the role of God and begun to be the ones who determine what is right and
wrong, and who is right and who is wrong.
Once again: It is nearly impossible for most Bible readers not to enter into the
divine perspective of the narrative of the Bible. Yet, here is the point, learning to
enter into that story’s perspective does not make us God, as David himself had to
learn (2 Samuel 12:1-5). We may know what God thinks, but we are not God.
Instead, we need to hear from God and to be responsive to and responsible for that
perspective in the world.
This leads to what might be the cutting edge of learning how to read this passage
most accurately: we must learn to distinguish moral discernment from personal
condemnation. (3) Here is the important distinction: the ability to know what is good
or what is bad and to be able to discern the difference versus the posture of
condemning another person – enable us to see what Jesus prohibits in this passage.
The flipside of this posture of condemnation and criticism is love, humility, mercy,
forgiveness (see 18:23-25). In other words, a Jesus Creed – driven disciple does
not sit in judgment but acts with mercy toward others. John Wesley said well: “The
judging that Jesus condemns here is thinking about another person in a way that is
contrary to love.” (4)

We Are Not to Relate Judgmentally to Others (vv. 1, 2)
The Lord minces no words in his opening statement in verse 1: “Do not judge, or
you too will be judged.” His words have been subject to much misunderstanding.
These first three words, “Do not judge,” have been taken by some to mean that
good Christians must never exercise any critical judgment. Some believe model
Christians are totally accepting, whatever the situation. Christlikeness is equated
with a suspension of critical faculties – a pious, all-accepting blindness. Ironically,
the world loves opinionated people. Its darlings are those who are articulate and
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dogmatic about their positions on politics, art, music, literature, culture – you name
it! However, when comes to matters of individual morality, the world abhors
opinionated people, especially if they represent conventional morality. In these
matters it adores the nonjudgmental person. The ideal Christian, and especially the
ideal clergyman, is an undiscerning, flabby, indulgent, all-accepting jellyfish who
lives out the misinterpretation of "judge not.”
Growing up in a conservative legalistic environment, I was gently led to believe
everyone other than ourselves watered-down the message of Jesus. I remember as a
youth driving past other churches in the area and asking what made them different
from us. When passing the Methodist and Presbyterian churches, I was told they
were simply “social clubs,” and when passing the local Assembly of God I was
told that they were “crazy people.” A distorted expression of what it means to
follow Jesus was something they were doing – never something we were doing.
There were always hard lines about who was in and who was out, and conveniently
enough, we always managed to be “in.” We’re often tempted to think that we have
it right, and those who are different have it wrong – it’s easy to see someone else
watering down the message of Jesus.
No doubt for far too long in contemporary Christian culture we’ve watered down
the message of Jesus to the point that many people are no longer attracted to it. It’s
easy to think such folk are refusing the truth. Perhaps it’s time to offer something
other than a cheap, watered down, American version. People are not looking for an
American Jesus, they’re looking for the real deal. People don’t want the watereddown message of Jesus we’ve been trying to feed them for the past two generations. They’re looking for something more authentic, something more applicable,
something more real.
Before I say more, I imagine there is a chance the term “watering down the gospel”
triggers something in you – it does for me as well. The accusation that some other
group or person is “watering down the gospel” is an easy one to make. It’s an
accusation I’ve heard many many times over the years. It is made too freely. And,
if you’ve been part of American Christianity very long, I’m sure you’ve heard this
term as well. I confess I’ve done it myself in the past.
Often when someone else is saying something that sounds a little too loving, a little
too inclusive, or a little too ___________, we quickly dismiss them by saying
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they’re “watering down the gospel.” I’ve heard the phrase slung a million times in
self-serving situations by people who wish to dismiss another’s point of view,
without actually wrestling with the issue at hand.
I’m not even sure what this term means. Perhaps it’s used as a code word for
someone being a “liberal.” But I think a better way of understanding the concept of
watering down the message of Jesus is: anything that distorts, obscures, or hinders
others from experiencing the true taste and flavor of the message of Jesus.
Herein the problem lies. Yes, there’s nothing good about a watered down, soggy,
bland Jesus – but we’ve got to stop pointing to “the others” as the ones responsible
for it, and start pointing those fingers inward. Unfortunately, that’s not a
comfortable process. It’s usually easier to focus on them, not us – you and me.
Jesus, however, calls us to look here before we go searching there.

Moral discernment vs personal condemnation
When we learn to distinguish moral discernment from personal condemnation this
text cannot be made to say that we are never to judge. First, in verse 6, which
immediately follows Jesus’ teaching on judgment in verses 1-4, Jesus continues by
saying, “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs.” We
cannot obey Jesus command here unless we must judge who “dogs” are and who
“pigs” are. Similarly, just a few verses later in verse 15, Jesus warns us to “Watch
out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly they are
ferocious wolves.” This requires subtle, discriminating judgment on our part. Many
additional Scriptures exhort us to exercise judgment.
“Dear Friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether
they are from God, because false prophets have gone out into the world” (1
John 4:1).
“Stop judging by mere appearances, make a right judgment” (John 7:24).
Christians have an obligation to exercise critical judgment! What Christ means
when he says “Do not judge” is we are to refrain from hypercritical, condemning
judgment. There is a universe of difference between being discerningly critical and
hypercritical. A discerning spirit is constructive. A hypercritical spirt is destructive.
The person with a destructive, overcritical spirit revels in criticism for its own
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sake. He expects to find fault, like the man who sat watching his preacher neighbor
nail up a trellis in his backyard. The preacher, seeing him watching intently from
his yard, asked, “Trying to pick up some pointers on carpentry?” To which his
neighbor replies, “Nope. Just waiting to see what a preacher says when he hits his
thumb.” When a critic discovers faults in another, he feels a malignant satisfaction
and always sees the worst possible motives in the other’s actions. The critical spirit
is like the carrion fly that buzzes with a sickening hum of satisfaction over sores,
preferring corruption to health.
One of the most prominent characteristics of this critical, fault finding person is he
predictably focuses on things that are of little importance and treats them as
matters of vital importance. Within the church this takes bizarre forms – judging
the spirituality of a young couple by observing whether they spank their children
with a bare hand or an implement, judging others by where they sit in church or the
Bible version they carry or whether their theology agrees with the critic’s point for
point … and so it goes! This pettiness on secondary issues is condemned in
Romans 14 in the strongest terms:
“Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable
matters. One man’s faith allows him to eat everything, but another man,
whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. The man who eats everything must
not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat
everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him.
Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands
or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand (vv. 1-4).
Paul adds another passage:
“You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else,
for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself
because you who pass judgment do the same things” (Romans 2:1).
We set the standard and tone for our own judgment by our judgmental conduct in
life. And we prove by our judging of others we know what is right. So if we do not
do what is right, we condemn ourselves. Perhaps the clearest statement of this is
James 3:1, “Not many of you should presume to become teachers, my brothers,
because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” If you become
a teacher, set yourself up as a religious authority over others, and act accordingly,

322

you will be judged by the authority you claim. Do I claim to have an exceptional
knowledge and grasp of Scripture? I will be judged accordingly. Do I claim to have
been an especially wise and discerning servant? I will be judged according to the
position I have assumed. If we set ourselves as authorities and judges over others,
we should not be surprised or complain when we are judged by our own standard.
“For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of measure, it
will be measured to you” (Matthew 7:2). We need to face and apply this text with
all its fearful force.
How will this affect us eternally? There are two eternal judgments. One is the
separation of believers and nonbelievers, “the sheep and the goats” (Matthew
25:31-46). True believers, of course, are the sheep who will go to be with God and
who will appear before the Judgment Seat of Christ to receive their proper rewards.
There God will judge us as we have judged others. Judgmental believers may still
go to be with God forever, but they will have very little reward, for their hypocritical spirit will have vitiated much of the good they had done. Very few of us
dare to pray, “God, judge me as I judge my fellow men and women.” Our Lord is
going to judge us as we judge others. The tone of our life is going to become the
tone of our judgment.
“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one
may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether
good or bad. Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to
persuade men. What we are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to
your conscience. (2 Corinthians 5:10, 11).
There is nothing more ungodly than a critical spirit, and nothing more unChristlike than the false righteousness that is always looking for something wrong
in someone else. Now our Lord extends his argument even further.

We Are Not to Relate to Others Hypercritically (vv. 3, 4) but We Are Rather
to be Brothers and Sisters to Each Other (v. 5)
“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no
attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me
take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own
eye?”
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The picture Yeshua gives here is as ludicrous and sarcastic as possible. In
describing the “others,” Jesus uses the term karpos, to describe their problem – the
Greek word literally means a “splinter.” However, when describing the way we
should view our own personal shortcomings, Jesus uses the word doxos which
means “a large beam of lumber.” As Dr. Harvey Floyd in our Greek class,
humorously translated, “How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the splinter
out or your eye, when all the time there is a telephone pole in your eye’?” “Speck”
or “splinter” is a small piece of sawdust. With such a monstrous telephone pole in
a man’s eye, his vision would not be simply impaired – he would be absolutely
blinded! The idea of his lending a helping hand to another man who has a speck in
his eye would not only be comical but impossible! The tragedy is, the situation
Jesus is portraying is common. With a speck in our eye it may be a small nuisance,
but if we have a “telephone pole” in our eye it could completely blind us from
seeing things the way they truly are.
When King David was at the lowest point morally in his life, having taken Uriah’s
wife and committing adultery with her, discovering that she was pregnant and then
having Uriah murdered, Nathan the prophet told him a story about a rich man with
huge flocks of sheep who lived next door to a poor man. The poor man had only
one little ewe lamb that he loved like a daughter. But the rich man, not wanting to
take a lamb out of his own lambs to feed some guests, took that little lamb and
slaughtered it. David’s response was basically, “That man deserves to die. He must
repay everything fourfold.” Nathan, pointing a prophetic finger at the king,
pronounced, “You are the man.” Forget someone else’s speck – look at the log in
your own eye, David!
We find it so easy to turn a microscope on another person’s sin while we look at
ours through the wrong end of a telescope! We use some strong term for someone
else’s sin but a euphemism for our own. We easily spot a speck of phoniness in
another because we have a logjam of it in our own lives.
Christians tend to be harder on fellow Christians than on others, and this can
sometimes breed suspicion of one another and judgmentalism. The Pharisees were
provoked by Jesus because, as it turns out to the historian, he was closer to them
than to the Sadducees, Zealots, Essenes. (5) So in our day we find more family
squabbles within denominations and local churches than with other faiths or other
denominations (although it exists there also!). Calvin saw in the words “Do not

324

judge” a tendency to become overly curious about the sins of others (including
those closest to us) that needed to be checked and handed over to God – who alone
is the judge.
Besides damming our own too easily, we also tend to distort things; what is central
becomes decentralized and what is inessential becomes the focus of our attention.
Jesus addressed this when he said to some of his contemporaries in 23:23-25
something similar to what is said in 7:1-5:
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a
tenth of your spices – mint, dill, and cumin. But you have neglected the more
important matters of the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should
have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind guides!
You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.”
We tend to be censorious of other Christians for the most insignificant of things,
especially if they are not in our “group,” and we fail to see important failures on
our own part. Yeshua warns against all such “judgment.” He doesn’t mean that we
shouldn’t have high standards of behavior for ourselves and our world, but that the
temptation to look down on each other for moral failures is itself a temptation to
play God. And, since we aren’t God that means it’s a temptation to play a part, to
act, to be a “hypocrite” (which literally means a play-actor, one who wears a mask
as a disguise).
Jesus teaches with the well-known adage of the “splinter and the telephone pole.”
We’ve got to focus on the plank that is distorting how we see God and others
around us. We’ve got to remove this, even if taking it out is an uncomfortable,
painful process. To begin removing it, we need to identify and correct the ways in
which American Christian culture has promoted a distorted, Americanized Jesus.
Michael Cheshire tells a story of encountering a man with notoriously public sin,
and it taught him about being judgmental and extending grace. (6)
“I didn’t plan to care about Ted Haggard. After all, I have access to Google
and a Bible. I heard about what he did and knew it was wrong. I saw the
clips from the news and the HBO documentary about his life after his fall. I
honestly felt bad for him but figured it was his own undoing. When the topic
came up with others I know in ministry, we would feign sadness, but inside
we couldn’t care less. One close friend said he would understand it more if
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Ted had just sinned with a woman. I agreed with him at the time. It’s
amazing how much more mercy I give to people who struggle with sins I
understand. The further their sin is from my own personal struggles, the
more judgmental and callous I become. I’m not proud of that. It’s just where
I was at that time in my walk. But that all changed in one short afternoon.”
Michael encountered the harsh judgmentalism of Christians toward other
Christians in a conversation with a non-Christian who said he could not be a
Christian because they eat their own. Michael absorbed that statement, and it began
to work on him:
“I began to distance myself from my previously harsh statements and tried
to understand what Ted and his family must have been through. When I
brought up the topic to other men and women I love and respect, the very
mention of Haggard’s name made our conversations toxic. Their reactions
were visceral … So I felt I needed to meet Ted for myself. So I had my
assistant track him down for a lunch appointment. I live outside Denver and
he was living in Colorado Springs, a little over an hour away. Perfect!
In less than five minutes of talking with Ted, I realized a horrible truth – I
liked him. He was brutally honest about his failures. He was excited that the
only people who would talk to him now were the truly broken and hurt … I
met his wonderful wife, Gayle. She is a terrific teacher of grace and one of
my heroes. When I grow up, I want to be Gayle Haggard. And so I became
close friends with Ted Haggard.
But then the funniest thing started happening to me. Some Christians I hung
out with told me they would distance themselves from me if I continued
reaching out to Ted. Several people in my church said they would leave.
Really? Does he have leprosy? Will he infect me? We are friends. We aren’t
dating! But in the end, I was told that my voice as a pastor and author would
be tarnished if I continued to spend time with him. I have a firsthand account
from Ted and Gayle of how they lost many friends they had known for
years. Much of it is pretty coldblooded. Now the “Christian machine” was
trying to take away their new friends.
It would do some Christians good to take away one weekend and watch the
entire DVD collections of HBO’s Band of Brothers. Marinate in it. Take
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notes. Write down words like loyalty, friendship, and sacrifice. Understand
the phrase: never leave a fallen man behind.
In many ways I have not been aggressive enough with the application of the
gospel. My concept of grace needed to mature, to grow muscles, teeth, and
bad breath.”
If we need to learn we are not the judge, that God extends us grace, and the
experience of grace leads us to extend grace to others, there’s something else to
learn too.
We are to judge ourselves –“take the telephone pole out of our own eye.” Both the
Old and the New Testaments call on us to do this. And when we do it, we begin to
see others as they are. And then we see ourselves as we and we see others as they
are.

Moral Discernment and Mutual Edification
Many in our day climb under the moral shade of Matthew 7:1 to take the supposed
high road in saying, “I’m not the judge.” Those who take this supposed high road
may be missing the whole point of Jesus’ words: sin is sin, and one cannot follow
Jesus and turn a blind eye to sin. What Jesus is calling us to here is not the absence
of moral discernment. After all, he concludes our passage with the permission to
help with the moral failings of others, and then he turns around in the next verse
(7:6) and refers to some people as “dogs”!
Instead, he is calling us not to assume the condemning role of God. We are to
discern things morally, after we have inspected ourselves, and we are to speak the
truth about sins. The New Testament is filled with authors who had to utter strong
words about sins. These are not damnations but discernments. I take James as an
example. Read James 3:1 through 4:12 and you will see a brother of Jesus who
both calls sin sin and then calls us not to be judges. This is the tension of 7:1-5 that
has led us to squish moral theology in the church and culture.
An ethic from beyond transcends judgmentalism by pursuing both sanctification
and reconciliation. As Jesus had to rebuke his followers when they failed (see
14:22-23), so he also forgave them and called them back to the path of discipleship. So we are to do the same: when we fail, we confess our sins; then we get
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back up and follow Jesus. Close to the heart of obeying this passage is a
willingness to be people of introspection and confession. The routine practice of
confession makes us aware of our own sins and merciful to those of our brothers
and sisters in the kingdom. This does not however make us mute; it makes us
humbly seek to grow together in love for God and one another, to grow in holiness
and justice, and to become a society marked by authentic honesty and genuine
growth in both personal and ecclesiastical spiritual formation. (7)
A meme of our culture today is that Christians are judgmental. Two recent studies
have revealed that many don’t like the church or Christians because they perceive
them as judgmental. (8) Before I begin to strip some of the criticism bare, we need
to confess our sin of standing in judgment on others at times. Having said that,
however, we need to point out the major issue: much of the “Christians are
judgmental” meme never gets beyond the simple observation that Christians,
because they are Christians and read the Bible and seek to practice it, think some
things are wrong – like adultery and divorce and gossip and greed and the Green
Bay Packers (sorry, but I was groping for another “g”). It is one thing to be
judgmental; it is entirely different to say greed is wrong or that sexual sins are
wrong, and saying so is not judgmentalism. Some, I am arguing, of the accusation
is simply an intolerance for those who think something is wrong (that many in our
cultures think is none of their business).
Perhaps the best example of how to live out the words of Jesus in Matthew 7:1-5
can be found in John 7:53-8:11, a text probably not original to the gospel of John
but which may well be a solid remembrance of what Jesus one time did.
“Then they all went home, but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives.
At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people
gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. The teachers of the
law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made
her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was
caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such
a woman. Now what do you say?” They were using this question as a trap,
in order to have a basis for accusing him.
But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger.
When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them,
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“Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”
Again, he stooped down and wrote on the ground.
At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first,
until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there. Jesus
straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one
condemned you?”
“No one, sir,” she said.
“Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared, “Go now and leave your
life of sin.”
Maybe what Jesus wrote on the ground was: “Do not judge.” Maybe he wrote:
“Grace works wonders.”

The Sacred and the Profane
How does 7:6 “Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs.
If you do, they may trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces,”
fit in its context? We can put these lines together in a number of ways, but none
seems compelling. I stand with Don Hagner: “This verse appears to be detached
independent logion [saying] apparently unrelated to the preceding.” (9)
Matthew 7:6 is a classic “chiasm.” (10) Chiasms say one or two things and then
repeat those same items in reverse order. Thus, “ABBA” is a chiasm. Here’s how it
works in Matthew 7:6:
A Do not give dogs what is sacred;
B do not throw your pearls to pigs.
B’ If you do, they may trample them under their feet,
A’ and turn and tear you to pieces.
The important download for interpretation here is that “pigs” and “trample” belong
together, while the “turn and tear” and “dogs” belong together. Some have made
valiant attempts to explain the ferocity of pigs because they think A’ describes the
behavior of pigs, while a chiastic reading of it leads us to see that the line is
describing dogs, who were mostly wild and ravenous.
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The animals chosen by Jesus were among the most despised; thus, to speak of
other humans in such derogatory terms reveals the utter seriousness of Yeshua.
Dogs and pigs have no sense of value, so dogs will rip apart a precious item and
pigs will trample on items of immense worth. Jesus is labeling those who despise
the kingdom (also at 7:21-23, 13:24-30, 36-43, 15:26-27; 19:17). The chiastic
organization leads us to see “sacred” and “pearls” as synonymous and therefore
provokes two questions for Bible readers: What is this “sacred” or “pearl”? What is
Jesus teaching his followers not to do?
The traditional understanding is this refers to saving one’s gospeling energies for
those who will listen and not wasting one’s energies on those who will not listen.
(11) Since “pearl” is used in Matthew 13:45-46 for the supreme possession of the
kingdom, and since Jesus elsewhere demands his missionaries wipe the dust off
their feet on communities that do not respond to the kingdom (10:14), we can
safely say that “sacred” and “pearl” refer to the gospel. (12)
The traditional view has a more refined meaning, recently stated briefly anew by
N.T. Wright, (13) and it is the more accurate one. As “dogs” and “pigs” were terms
used so widely by Jews of Gentiles (cf. 15:26-27) and all of Jesus’ hearers would
have made that connection immediately, and as Jesus urged his disciples (10:5-6;
cf. 24:14, 28:19-20) to be circumspect (10:16), so here: this is a simple prohibition
of taking the gospel and the kingdom vision to the Gentile world until after the
resurrection, the Great Commission, the ascension, and Pentecost, which unleashed
the Gentile mission – a theme that unfolds in Matthew’s gospel. (14) For the time
being Yeshua wants his followers to “gospel” the Jews of Galilee and Judea even if
at times gospeling will spill over to the Gentiles during his lifetime. Deliberate
expansion to Gentiles will come later.
This text tells us something about the sacred trust of the gospel. The gospel is
sacred. In this Story of Jesus the mysteries of God are now disclosed to us, and in
the privilege of knowing it and telling others of it we are in possession of intimate
truths. We are to honor what we have by treasuring it, we convey it to others with
the most profound of speech acts, we are to study it because in it we come to know
and be known by God, and we are to learn to talk about it only in ways that honor
the glories that it holds. Yet we are charged by God to tell others about Jesus, the
kingdom, and the gospel.
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What Jesus has in mind here is profound respect for the gloriousness of the gospel,
a desire to honor God, and an approach to gospeling that does the most service to
Christ. In other words, we need to ask if speaking up in a given situation will honor
or vilify Christ, and then to act accordingly. There is no reason to venture forward
if we discern confidently that this will yield nothing but an opportunity for
someone to take a shot in public at God and the church. Instead, we need to learn
from such discernments to spend our time on those who will listen. What this text
teaches us is that we have to learn when to speak and when to walk away, and
sometimes walking away is the most gospel-honoring thing we can do. (15)

A FINAL VIEW
If we are to take the teachings of Jesus to heart, we should begin to see the ways
we have distorted his radically powerful message. We’ve got to focus on the beam
that is distorting how we see God and others around us. Let’s look inward and take
a long look in the mirror. Let’s discover ways we are watering down the message
of Jesus to the point where we are serving up tasteless slop. Let’s find the missing
ingredients, which, if added as intended, will radically change the flavor of this
dish. And when we have that life-changing ingredient – Jesus – we will lose our
critical/judgmental posture.
The final message of Jesus is called the Great Commission. In the Great Commission, Jesus instructs his disciples to go out and make more disciples. As a result,
for the past 2,000 years the Christian faith has been packaged and exported to more
and more cultures as the years pass. In principle, this is obviously good. However,
one of the challenges this mission has faced is the message Jesus was and is,
radically counter-cultural. Yet, instead of allowing the message of Jesus to result in
a radical reordering of society, most cultures experience a process of assimilation,
where elements of culture blend into the message of Jesus to the point where it is
difficult to see where one ends and the other begins.
The message of Jesus then, no longer becomes counter to culture but simply part of
culture. People are mistakenly led to believe American Christian culture is the
same thing as Christ himself. It is not. In fact, reducing it in these ways, regardless
of political or theological persuasion, distorts the message of Jesus.
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As a result of this blend between Jesus and culture, many of us have been left with
a distorted view of Jesus and what it looks like to follow him. The message of the
greatest teacher in all human history, the Son of God, the awaited Messiah, God’s
Savior of humanity, has had his message reduced to: don’t drink, don’t smoke,
abortion is murder, gay marriage will destroy us, don’t forget to vote Republican.
The blending of the countercultural teachings of Jesus and contemporary Christian
culture has resulted in a damaging obfuscation of the message of Jesus, which is
causing people to walk away in droves. Many who don’t walk away entirely, are
left wandering – seeking something that’s more authentic than the watered-down,
reduced and distorted, American version.
I think people are hungry for Jesus, but they are starting to realize they have been
fed a cheap American version, and they are rightly rejecting this counterfeit. Their
rejection should be seen not as a rejection of Jesus, but a rejection of obscured
versions of him.
While some studies are showing young people are walking away from the church
and organized Christianity, others are showing that Jesus himself is more popular
than ever. There is a quiet spirit slowly awakening in this next generation testifying
within them; the Jesus of scripture is way, way more than what they have
experienced being offered in much of American Christian culture. They just want
the real Jesus.
As we press forward, it’s important to understand we have all diluted the message
of Jesus in our own ways, whether intentionally or unintentionally. The problem
comes when we are always focused on the “other” who is watering down Jesus,
instead of ourselves.
We have done it individually, and our culture has done it collectively. For one
reason or another, none of us have a completely undiluted understanding of the
message of Jesus.
On the intentional side, it is human nature to try to find loopholes in something that
seems challenging, difficult, or that we don’t want to apply to our individual lives.
On the unintentional side, it is equally normal for fish to be completely unaware of
the water they are swimming in.
The good news? Both can be fixed.

332

The solution to bad theology is always good theology. The solution to a watereddown Jesus is a quest to rediscover the undiluted Jesus and the radical elements of
his message that so often gets lost in our culture.
But I must warn you: the process is not always comfortable. We have been
thoroughly conditioned to view Jesus through the lenses of our culture – especially
American Christian culture. As a result we tend to resist and reject anything that
challenges our cultural conditioning. To successfully navigate these waters, you’ll
need to be willing to set aside whatever culture has told you, and be willing to
rediscover the radical message of Jesus. If your do, you’ll find peace. If you do,
you’ll find life.
Not just generic peace and generic life – I’m talking about a peace that goes
beyond typical human reasoning, and a life that is so abundant it will radically
reshape how you view the world around you. This is a journey. An uncomfortable,
but ridiculously exciting journey. Let’s reclaim a faith that looks less like our
culture – and more like Jesus.
With the example of Angelo before us, we can see what will happen to
judgmental/critical people. Judgment will bounce back on them, the measuringstick they use for others will be lined on them, and, while they patronizingly try to
sort out other people’s problems, their own will loom so large they won’t be able
to see straight. Yeshua, we should note, doesn’t rule out the possibility some
people will eventually be able to help others in what to do (or more likely what not
to do) are the people who should take a long look in the mirror before they begin.

333

CHAPTER 19
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 7:7-11

“SEEK AND YOU WILL FIND”

“Ask and it will be given to you, seek and you will find; knock, and the door will be
opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to
the one who knocks, the door will be opened.
“Which of you, if your son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a
fish, will give him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give
good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good
gifts to those who ask him!” (1)

I always hated fundraising or asking for money. I don’t do it anymore but I
understand why many do. Some people are good at it; many actually enjoy it; but I
could never stand it. I hated asking people for things anyway, and asking for
money was the worst of all. As a result, I was not very good at it. I understand that
many folks are required to ask people to give to good causes. I repeat, to me it was
always difficult and embarrassing.
So when I read a passage like this I find it very hard to believe, and I have to
remind myself of what it’s based on. Does Yeshua really mean that God is going to
answer every request we make? That he is like a father longing to give his children
what they want and need? Can we truly take him up on such remarkably openended promises?
I think sometimes our failure to believe such promises, and to act on them, doesn’t
come so much from a failure of faith in God but from a natural human reluctance,
like my dislike of fundraising. Maybe I was taught when I was little not to go on
asking for things all the time. It’s too long ago to remember, but I suspect many
people have the instinctive reluctance to ask for things: if pressed, they might say it
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was selfish, or that God had better things to do with his time than to provide
whatever we suddenly happen to want.
Well, that may or may not be true, but it would be a shame to tone down one of the
most sparkling and generous sets of promises anywhere in the Bible. Maybe it isn’t
“selfish” to ask for things. Maybe it’s just the natural thing children are supposed
to do with parents. Maybe our refusal to do so actually makes God sad or puzzled:
why aren’t his children telling him how it is for them, what they’d like him to do
for them. Of course, generosity of spirit is easily abused, and we all know the
caricatures of people asking God for wildly inappropriate things in order simply to
indulge themselves (“O Lord,” pleads the song, “Won’t you buy me – a Mercedes
Benz?”)! The letter of James (4:3) has some stern warnings about asking for the
wrong sort of things, and any full discussion of prayer needs to take this into
account.
In Matthew 7:1-11 Jesus describes the way a man or woman prays who
understands what the Sermon on the Mount is all about. The instruction in this text
should not be lifted from its context in the Sermon and abused. As I stated above
all of us have heard this done. “The Bible says, ‘Ask, and it shall be given to you;
seek, and you shall find; knock, and it will be opened to you.” Therefore, all we
have to do is ask for it with faith and persistence, and we will get it. “You do not
have because you do not ask” (James 4:2). So go for it! Name it and claim it!”
This view sees God as a celestial slot machine. Pull the handle enough times in
prayer, be persistent, and you will get what you want!
Such thinking is entirely wrong! A text without a context is a pretext. Isolating this
text from its setting in the Sermon on the Mount is deadly. The broad context of
the sermon sets down the surpassing righteousness, humility, sincerity, purity and
love expected of those who are members of the kingdom of God. These virtues are
beyond human attainment apart from God’s grace. The broad context underscores
our need. In the immediately preceding context (vv. 1-6) Jesus has shown us the
danger of condemning other people as if we were judges. He also has told us we
must get the telephone pole out of our own eye before we can attend to the splinter
in someone else’s. His warning is, “For in the same way you judge others, you will
be judged, and with what measure you use, it will be measured to you” (v. 2). This
standard is terrifying. Who is adequate for such things? How can we live up to
such a high standard? We need to be cleansed. We need help and grace, but from
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where? Jesus answers, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find;
knock and the door will be opened to you” (v. 7).
This famous text is not carte blanche for our material desires. Rather, it tells us
how to pray for the character of the kingdom in our lives. It instructs us how to
pray the Lord’s Prayer. It teaches us to pray that our morals and ethics will be like
Christ’s. In a word, Jesus teaches us how to pray for our spiritual lives.

Jesus and Prayer
A certain man was an honest seeker. In a magazine article he told his fruitless
search for faith. Fundamentalism, so called, he could not accept: it strained the
mind’s integrity. Modernism, so called, he tried and found wanting; it’s Biblical
criticism, social programs, and new theologies left him still athirst. He became
disillusioned with present-day religion. Nor was he alone: he found that many felt
forlorn. One of them, a man of insight, reported a dream: “I thought,” said his
friend, “that I saw you on a hilltop, and we, a great host of us, were crowded
around waiting eagerly for what you might say. We could see your lips framing the
word you lips were shaping; but we also were dumb! and the word was …” (2)
There is a missing word. In lack of it our modern world does not make sense. Our
knowledge is irrelevant: there is no master light to all its seeing: it sprawls bereft of
integrating purpose. Thus it proposes for final verity that a universe which issued
in mind is itself mindless, that a world creative of personality is itself only a dust
storm or a black void. There is a missing word. In lack of it our little royalties of
home, business, nation, and church are like stones of an arch without a keystone:
the stones break on each other, and the spirit of man finds no door. Dmitri
Merejknowsky, novelist, poet and religious thinker, pronounced this verdict: “If
religion were a light in the physical sense, the inhabitants of other worlds would
have seen our planet, luminous since the ice age, suddenly extinguished.” For our
fear and hope he adds: “Never was mankind so near doom as today, but perhaps
also it was never so near its salvation.” (3)
What is the missing word? “We tried to help you,” said the man describing his
dream, “by calling out the word your lips were shaping; but we also were dumb;
and that word was God.” And the way to know God? Is He best known “face to
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face,” in the direct venture of prayer? Is there a postern gate into the immediate
Presence? Jesus taught that faith and lived it.
So we turn to Jesus. His thirty years of life bring forth harvests of light generation
on generation. Such a statement of would be a tremendous tribute to any other, but
for him it is understatement – like the attempt to measure the sunrise with span of
one’s fingers. Great music is consecrate to him, as in Handel’s Messiah; great
architecture, as in Rheims Cathedral; and great art, as in Raphael’s “Madonna” or
Munkacsy’s “Christ before Pilate.” Jesus lived so deeply and so mightily, that he
has become man’s unquiet conscience, secret strength, and sheltering home.
What is his secret? Wise men ask, for wise men must learn to live and he is master
of life. The nobles of Florence knocked at St. Francis’ lowly door, saying in effect,
“You have a secret.” With deeper constraint the world knocks at the door of Jesus.
Where is he different? The question may bring us to some unfathomable place; but
even so, it may yield some final answer. The factor difference is not in the outward
fashion of his days. He lived our life. His friends knew him as the “carpenter’s
son,” and later as “the teacher,” just as they knew many other men. Nor is
distinction to be found in the letter of his teaching or even in the substance of his
ethic. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” was ancient truth. Only 18 verses
of the 111 verses which comprise the Sermon on the Mount are without rabbinical
precedent. (4)
The uniqueness of the teaching of Jesus is in its wholeness, its proportion – that is,
in what is made central or circumferential – and, particularly, in some subtlety of
spirit – a “new religious experience.” In short, we must go behind the teaching to
find the secret. We must go behind the deeds, even the miracles. Where shall we
look? Not even to the outward fashion of his death, for many had died by
crucifixion – there were two others on the first Good Friday – and the death laid on
mankind no signal blessing. His death has power because it is his death. What was
his secret? Other men’s words are like wire: the very same words on his lips are
like charged wire. Other men’s days are like winter trees: his days with the same
deeds are like death: his death is life. The difference is not wholly traceable to
earth. But this can be seen, even by earth-bound eyes: his spirit was completely
dedicated to God in prayer and therefore made vital. So attuned was he to God by
secret communion that his words are as God’s words. He did what other men had
done – trudged the road, taught his truth, healed the sick, and flinched not from
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martyrdom – but, oh, the difference! The disciples tracked down the secret to his
hiding place – “Lord, teach us to pray ….” His secret is indeed a “new religious
experience.”
Yeshua’s teaching about prayer is reiterated, yet rich and varied, like some peal of
bells. If we remember that not more than one hundred of his days, and possibly as
few as forty, receive any mention in the fragmentary record of the four Gospels,
the oft-repeated reference to prayer is a portent. When the scattered counsel are
gathered, we have clear-cut and almost detailed guidance. Always there is a
girding of our faith: he calls us to glad expectancy. “Ask, and it shall be given you;
seek, and you shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you”; “If you have faith
the size of a mustard seed, you will say unto this mountain, ‘Move from here to
there,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible unto you”; “Therefore I
say to you, all things for which you pray and ask, believe that ou you have received
them and they will be granted you.” (Matthew 7:7; Luke 11:9; Matthew 17:20;
Mark 11:24).
Resisting the evil one’s attack requires spiritual fortitude. Jesus returns to the topic
of prayer and reminds his listeners of its effectiveness. Jesus asserts that God will
answer people’s prayers. Jesus is not limiting his instructions to specific types of
prayers, he has all kinds in view. All three verbs (ask, seek, knock) are common
Jewish metaphors for prayer; they do not specify different types of prayers or
requests. Prayer ought to be a regular part of the disciple’s regimen, so when
people think of Jesus’ disciples they think of them as praying people. Why is this
practice worthwhile? Jesus answers in the clearest of terms: God will answer.
Prayer works. People receive what they ask for, and what they search for.

Petitionary Prayer (vv. 7, 8)
Most of us at some point in our Christian journey were taught Matthew 7:7 as a
progression: first, Ask, Seek, and finally Knock. The cleverness of seeing A-S-K
in the first word seemed to make the interpretation right. Of course, the
complicating factor is that in Greek this clever little mnemonic device doesn’t exist
(although it’s close: A-Z-K).
Furthermore, many of us were taught that the three verbs (ask, seek, knock) were
present imperatives, which means we are to persist and not give up, and if we kept

338

asking, kept on seeking , and kept on knocking, God would hear us. (5) But if we
are not careful with this persistence theme, we create a God who seems to be either
tired or busy, or perhaps uninterested, but persistence might stir his attention. Some
appeal to Luke 11:5-8 (the knocker at midnight) or Luke 18:1-8 (the persistent
widow) to prop up the persistence view of our verses. Then along comes the
preacher or teacher who tells us any view that teaches God responds to persistence
demeans God’s mighty glory and character, and so we get stuck with these texts,
wondering what they might mean – and so this text pushes us to think hard again
about what prayer is: Does it really make a difference? Does God change the
course of history because we pray, or don’t pray? Does persistence pay off? Is God
sovereign? Why does God answer prayer – for his own glory or to form an
interactive relationship with us?
Think about what prayer was for the world of Jesus. We perhaps need to
remind ourselves that Israel was a praying nation. One of its favorite books, if we
judge by the number of quotations in the New Testament, was the book of Psalms,
a prayer book. The back of my Greek New Testament contains a list of passages
alluded to or cited from the Old Testament. The book of Psalms has ten columns of
passages cited in the New Testament, while no other book has more than five other
than Isaiah, which has seven. It is has been said that the average Jews had the
entire book of Psalms memorized.
On visiting a Catholic monastery I discovered they had memorized the book of
Psalms (in Latin, of course) in order to recite it weekly in the daily office of
prayers. On this occasion the monks were chanting Psalm 119, which they knew by
heart, as part of a weekly routine of chanting the entire Psalter from memory! It
was absolutely beautiful to hear! Israel was a praying nation, and one central
element of their prayers, and you can find these sort of prayers throughout the
Psalms, was petitions. The Israelites learned at an early age that part of praying
was asking God for what one needed (e.g., Psalm 55), and petitionary prayer forms
the heart of everyone who learns to pray the way Jesus taught us in this Sermon
(Matthew 6:9-13).
Petitionary prayer always faces a few problems, not the least being whether god,
the God of the cosmos and beyond, really cares about my personal petitions. Jesus’
teachings here are shaped to speak to that struggle in prayer, and it leads us to see
that God is a Father who is altogether good, and therefore a God who will respond
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to his people when they pray. We can finesse this text all we want, but Tom Wright
brings it directly home: “But, for most of us, the problem is not that we are too
eager to ask for the wrong things. The problem is that we are not eager enough to
ask for the right things.” (6)
The Good Father (vv. 7-11)
Yeshua’s view of prayer is probably drawn from the Jewish wisdom or prophetic
tradition (cf. Proverbs 8:17; Jeremiah 29:13-14), ask, and it will be given, and so
on. In each of these there is a conditionless promise that God will answer the
prayer. Of course, Jesus wasn’t naïve; this is part of Jesus’ exaggerated rhetoric,
and Jesus knew that his own disciples prayed and didn’t get what they wanted
(Matthew 14:22-33; 17:14-21). This is why we have James 1:5-6, which can be
read as a commentary on this text, as can James 4:3. Most importantly, it can be
said that Jesus himself prayed and didn’t get what he asked for (cv. Matthew 2:39).
Jesus assures that we can ask with confidence with illustrations from earthly
fatherhood. “Which of you, if your son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if
he asks for a fish, with give him a snake?
The illustration is deliberately absurd. In the Galilean setting for the giving of the
Sermon on the Mount, the people were familiar with the flat stones by the shore
that looked exactly like their round, flat cakes of bread, and with fish (more likely
eels) that looked very much like snakes. Can you imagine your son coming to tell
you he is hungry and you give him a stone instead of bread? “Here son, enjoy!”
you say mockingly as he cracks his teeth. “Oh, you didn’t like that? Here, have a
fish” and you give him a harmful snake or eel. No first-century father would be as
ignorant or cruel. Today we cannot always be so sure! Nevertheless, the illustration
holds. God always gives what is good; of that, you can be confident.
Our Lord also crowns our assurance with the illustration of our heavenly Father:
“If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children,
how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!”
Here is the familiar a fortiori argument of which Jesus is so fond. If it is true of the
lesser, how much more of the greater. God is our Father, our Abba, our Dearest
Father par excellence! Think of our earthly fathers at their very best and multiply
that by infinity, and you have it. Isaiah says:
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“Can the mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on
the child she has borne? Though she may forget, I will not forget
you!”(49:15).
The “how much more” of our text has an infinite ring.
The Sermon on the Mount, although it refers to prayers that are presumably not
answered (6:5-7), offers no explicit reflection on the problem of unanswered
prayer (contrast James 4:3). Elsewhere Matthew contains a story in which Jesus
rebukes the disciples because they do not have enough faith (17:14-21).
Realities push us to probe under the surface promises. Jesus teaches that his
disciples are to go to God, ask him, and expect him to respond. Why does he need
to say this? Because the disciples are wondering if God will answer their prayers.
Thus 7:7-8 isn’t a promise that everything everyone asks will be given. Instead, it
is addressing doubting disciples who need to be assured that God indeed loves
them and that they can trust God (see John 16:23-24). I am glad this verse is not a
blank check for just anything we want in life. God knows much better than we do
what we need.
I heard that Howard Hendrick, long-time professor of Dallas Theological
Seminary, said that when he was a young man certain mothers set their hopes on
him in behalf of their daughters. One mother said to him, “Howard, I just want you
to know that I am praying you will be my son-in-law.” Dr. Hendricks asked his
class very solemnly, “Have you ever thanked God for unanswered prayer?” I am
grateful that God has not answered all my prayers too! And so are you. On the
other hand, how wonderful it is that he has always answered your confident
prayers for spiritual growth.
The illustrations of the text teach us that Jesus anchors petition in God’s goodness.
God is both better than us and is altogether good! Our assurance is this: God will
give us anything that is good for us spiritually.
Scot McKnight suggests two temptations, two discouragements, and two beliefs
about prayer that I want to share. (7)
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Two Temptations
There are many temptations when it comes to our prayer life. First, we are tempted
as humans to figure things out ourselves and to make things happen under our own
power. Martin Luther offers a powerful reminder in our temptation to go at life on
our own:
“The world is insane. It tries to get rid of its insanity by the use of wisdom
and reason; and it looks for many ways and means, for all sorts of help and
advice on how to escape this distress. But the shortest and surest way is to
go into a little room (Matt. 6:6) or a corner and there to open your heart and
to pour it out before God, filled with complaints and sighs, but also with
confidence and trust that as your faithful heavenly Father He wants to give
you His help and advice in this distress. (8)
The second temptation is to think God is distant and uncaring. For those of you
have traveled you have been amazed I’m sure of how diverse a world of people we
live in. We can wonder how in the world God can care about so many people at the
same time. But this only reveals how earthly and earthy our conceptions of God
are: the God of the Bible is so immense, omnipotent, and omniscient that for God ,
knowing each of us in the depths of our beings is an afternoon walk in Sydney,
Australia’s botanical garden. The God of Jesus knows us by name, knows our
minds and hearts and emotions, loves us (anyway), and summons us, as it were,
into the divine presence to lay out our requests. This is not a challenge to God so
much as it is incomprehensible to humans. Jesus calls us to trust him when he says
God knows, God cares, and God wants us to ask for what we want. (9)
Two Discouragements
The single biggest discouragement in prayer is unanswered, deeply felt petitions.
Sometimes we ask God for something that doesn’t matter that much, but when we
ask for what we most want – healing, employment, or justice in the face of massive
injustice – and when we go before God time after time again with that single issue,
and God seems distant or uninterested or flat-out does not answer our prayer
(someone dies prior to conversion to the Lord, someone dies without healing, or
someone’s life goes south because of unemployment), we can become discouraged
about prayer.
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We may well say that we’ve tried it and it didn’t work. People have always found
it strange that, if God is supremely wise, powerful and loving, he shouldn’t simply
do for everybody everything that they could possibly want. But, as Archbishop
William Temple famously said, “When I pray, coincidences happen; when I stop
praying, the coincidences stop happening.” Some of the wisest thinkers of today’s
church have cautiously concluded that, as God’s kingdom comes, it isn’t God’s
will to bring it all at once. We couldn’t bear it if he did. God is working like an
artist with difficult material; and prayer is the way some of that material cooperated with the artist instead of resisting him. How that is so we shall never fully
understand until we see God face to face. That it is so is one of the most basic
Christian insights.
I have no answer to the problem of unanswered prayer, and frankly the typical
answers don’t do much for me – that God does answer but not the way we
expected, that we are to keep on praying, that we are out of God’s will, that our
motives are impure, that we are really only learning to adjust our wills to God’s
will, that we really don’t want what we are asking, that the answers are “yes, no, or
wait a little longer.” None of these really get to the heart of the heartfelt yearning
for God to act. I don’t appeal here to mystery. Instead, I focus on who God is. But I
keep on praying because I believe God is good. Sometimes it is discouraging, and
I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit it.
A second discouragement to petitions is that if God knows, why bother? If we
think about this, it makes only partial sense. Some gifts are surprises, but often
gifts come as a result of asking. Those who love others often ask one another for
things, so God beckons us to ask – sure, God knows, but God also wants us to
interact so that out of our love for God we petition God. (10) I believe that the broad
sweep of the way in which prayer works in the Bible – and I’m thinking here of
Jonah and the repentance of Nineveh – teaches us that God, in his sovereignty, has
established a kind of contingency in the universe, and that God genuinely interacts
with humans who pray in such a way that the universe changes as a result of our
prayers. (11)
It means the things we need day by day, which God is just as concerned about as
we are. If he is a father, let’s treat him as a father, not a bureaucrat or dictator who
wouldn’t want to be bothered with our trivial and irrelevant concerns. It’s up to
him to decide if he’s too busy for us. The fact that there may be earthquakes, tragic
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accidents, murder and pillage all over the place, and that he is grieving over all of
them – this might be a problem for a high-ranking authority at the United Nations,
but it is no problem whatever for our loving father. When he says he’s still got
time, space and love to spare for us, we should take him at his word.

Two Beliefs
Theology reshapes Prayer. What happens to our prayers if we really do believe
God is good? I am convinced many of us, while we affirm God is good and that
God listens, do not act as if God cares and listens. In other words, we wouldn’t be
caught dead not affirming God’s care for our every moment, but we act as if God is
up there not all that bothered with us and our world, let along something so small
as our next putt on the golf course, our next answer on a test, or our next
conversation with the one we love. But Jesus wants us to see in this text our God is
the Father who really does care and wants us to ask. We must learn to believe God
is good and answers our prayers. As Ulrich Luz says so memorably, “The certainty
that prayer will be heard does not make it superfluous; it makes it possible.” (12)
A second belief is God is good because God is Father. The “ontology” of this text
is not that we infer God’s fatherliness from ours but our fatherliness is rooted in
and emerges from God’s. Because God is Father, and because we as fathers
respond to our sons with good gifts, we are to see our goodness not as something
we produce and hope God will imitate, but as something that derives from the
goodness of God as Father.
Now, let’s make this equal, we are not talking just about males here. We as fathers
and mothers respond to our children (male and female) in good ways. We do this
because God has made us like himself. The ontology of God – who God is as
Father – shapes who we are and how we act. This is the root of what Jesus teaches
us here: because God, the Father is good, we are something of God in the simplest
of kindnesses between parents and their children. Our kindness then, is a window –
let’s call it iconic in the Eastern sense – onto who God is and what God is really
like. We are then to learn to take this belief and let it flourish: if we are good and if
we reflect God, God is even “good-er.”
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Summary:
So: treat God as a Father, and let him know how things are with you! Ask, search
and knock and see what happens! Expect some surprises on the way, but don’t
expect God will ever let you down. This, indeed, is the underlying message of the
whole Sermon from the Mount, which is now moving toward its closing paragraph.
As James says, “You do not have, because you do not ask God” (4:3). Over 200
years ago John Newton wrote the following hymn:
“Come, my soul, thy case prepare;
Jesus loves to answer prayer;
He himself has bid thee pray,
Therefore will not say thee nay.
Thou art coming to a King;
Large petitions with thee bring;
For his grace and power are such,
None can ever ask too much.”
We can never ask too much spiritually. Let us ask and receive.
Someone once said, “Any discussion of the doctrine of prayer that does not issue in
the practice of prayer is not only not helpful, but harmful.” That is true. We would
all do well to engage in the following actions:
1. Search out some spiritual qualities that you lack but would like to have.
List them in your prayer list.
2. Pray passionately for them – keep asking, seeking, knocking.
3. Have confidence that God your Father will give them to you.
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CHAPTER 20
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 7:12-14

THE TWO WAYS

“So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums
up the Law and the Prophets.
Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that
leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow
the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” (1)
Matthew 7:12-14 records the beginning of the end of Yeshua’s Sermon on the
Mount. After spelling out the character of the kingdom in the Beatitudes of those
who are members of the kingdom of God (5:1-12) – and giving his disciples the
two metaphors of salt and light (vv. 14-16) to illustrate how those who live out the
Beatitudes affect the world, Jesus explained he requires a righteousness that
surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees (vv. 17-20). He then presented relentless
examples of what this surpassing righteousness is like (vv. 21-48). Then he gave
specific instructions about giving, praying, fasting, materialism, worry, wrongly
judging others, and prayer (6:1-7:11).
Jesus now caps his comments on prayer, in fact, sums up the message so far, the
message which began at 5:17-20. Jesus hasn’t come to abolish, but to fulfill, the
law and the prophets. How? By teaching Israel who God really is, and what
copying him, trusting him, loving and obeying him are really like. When it comes
to behavior in the world, and with other people, the whole law can be put into one
sentence: do to others what you’d like them to do to you.
In a single verse Jesus provides a comprehensive summary of the life of
righteousness. Putting this principle into practice fulfills Jesus’ teaching in the
Sermon and what God really desires and has communicated throughout the
scriptures. If Jesus were to encapsulate God’s will into one statement, this is it.
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(Of course, one could also make a case for Matthew 22:36-40; Mark 12:28-31 –
which include loving God as well as a neighbor [the Jesus Creed]).
Two of the ways to describe the Torah are pertinent here: one can either multiply
laws so as to cover all possible situations or one can reduce the Law to its essence.
The Bible shows the multiplication orientation in the Covenant Code (Exodus 1924, or 20-23), the Holiness Code (Leviticus 17-26), and the Deuteronomic Code
(Deuteronomy 12-26). By the time of Jesus those codes expanded enormously:
think of the Dead Sea Scrolls to the rabbis. Many Christians think multiplication
means legalism, the perfect foil being rabbinic rulings, (2) while the essence
approach is closer to liberalism, this time the foil being the uber-tolerant. Some
find solace in the Golden Rule, though more careful consideration of the Golden
Rule, which is a variant on the Jesus Creed (Matthew 22:34-40), reveals that Jesus
is not giving either the legalist or the liberal a pat on the back. He wags his finger
at both of them.
In summary, many are uncomfortable with the legal texts of the Bible, but Jesus
wasn’t. So Jesus reduced the Torah to two points – loving God, loving others (the
Jesus Creed) – not to abolish the many laws but to comprehend them and to see
them in their innermost essence. Jesus himself was law observant, but what
distinguished his praxis was that he did so through the law of double love. To do
the Torah through love is to do all the Torah says and more.
Both approaches (multiplication, reduction) have their own temptation. The
intention of the multiplication approach is to make the law more (not less) doable
by making problem situations clear. In principle it is at the core of modern law
throughout the world. It has always tempted some to a sense of superiority because
of one’s greater rigor and also some have virtually come to the conviction that they
are worthy of God because of their moral condition of observance.
The reduction model has led at times to Antinomian (against the law) freedom to
the degree that one can sin it up in order to find the magnitude of grace in
forgiveness. Others found in the reduction model self-justification to do what they
wanted instead of what God wants.
The law is a good revelation from God and is the premier example of an Ethic
from Above. Jesus reduced the Torah to its basics in order to make the Torah more
understandable and doable. So we are back to the Golden Rule to see that Jesus
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does not abolish law (5:17-20) but establishes it: loving God and loving others. Or,
doing to others what we want done to us.

The Golden Rule
The first word of 7:12 in Greek is panta: “in everything.” The language is
emphatic. When “all” is combined with “whatever” (hosa; cf. RSV), one gets
perhaps more than a simple “all.” (3) And if one ties this to 5:17-20, it is reasonable
to translate “in all things” or even “the sum of the matter.” Twice Jesus probes into
the essence of the Torah by appealing to self-love: here and in the Jesus Creed
(22:34-40). As his followers were to love their neighbors as they loved themselves,
so they as disciples were to do to others what they would want others to do to them.
This principle is neither selfish nor narcissistic but expansive – we are to extend
our self-care to others.
There is nothing complex about this most simple of moral maxims; its difficulty is
in the doing, not in the knowing. There is also nothing new in Jesus’ Golden Rule.
A similar saying is attributed to the great rabbi Hillel (teacher of Gamaliel, who
was the teacher of the apostle Paul). The story for Hillel’s saying derives from the
Babylonian Talmud (some three to four hundred years after Jesus died and Hillel,
but some trust it as an authentic remembrance of the historical Hillel):
“On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen came before
Shammai [Hillel’s more “conservative” rival teacher] and said to him,
“Make me a proselyte on condition that you teach me the whole Torah while
I stand on one foot.” Shammai drove him out with a builder’s cubit which
was in his hand. When he went before Hillel, he made him a proselyte. He
said to him, “What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. That is the
whole Torah. The rest is commentary. Go and learn!” (4)
As you will notice Jesus’ version is framed in the positive while Hillel’s version is
framed in the negative. There is a difference of course in one frame or another.
McKnight suggests we need to exercise some caution here. If we press the
distinction too much, we “begin to dabble in speculative psychologizing if not a
sense of superiority that Jesus’ positive version trumps the negative version.” (5)
But Jesus can also express his teachings in a negative, and Hillel can be positive,
and both ways are an effective means of communication. What they are saying is
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almost equivalent. (6)The early Christian text Didache (1:2) provides Jesus’ Golden
Rule in the negative form: “First, love the God who made you, and second, your
neighbor as yourself. And whatever you do not want to happen to you, do not do to
another.”
There is something radically important in the Golden Rule – here it is – self- love
is the fertile ground for growing love for all, including one’s enemies. The Ethic
from Beyond finds its paradigmatic form in the Golden Rule. (7)

The Significance of the Golden Rule (7:12b)
This is probably the most universally famous thing that Jesus ever said. With this
commandment, the Sermon on the Mount reaches its summit. William Barclay
calls the Golden Rule the “Everest of all ethical teaching.” (8)
As stated earlier the Lord’s use of this maxim is positive, not negative. Yet they are
distinctively different: the negative is less demanding, forbids action, does not
prescribe it, it sets limits. However, what Jesus is saying is limitless in its demands
and scope.
While heeding the warning not to press the distinction too heavily I believe to do to
others whatever you want them to do to you is quite different from not doing to
others what you do not want them to do to you. What would we like other people
to do to/for us? Well, says Jesus, do that to them; don’t wait for them to do it to
you. The Holy Spirit will kindle your imagination to picture many things you
would like others to do to you, and this is his way of telling you what to do to them
– “I would like to have people give me credit for having generous motives.” Well,
give them credit for having generous motives. “I would like people never to pass
harsh judgments on me.” Well, don’t pass harsh judgments on them.” The
measure of our growth in grace is our attitude toward other people. It leads us to
stop and help a motorist in difficulty, to mow our neighbor’s lawn while they are
on vacation, to collect food for the hungry, and so on. It is quite a simple thing to
refrain from hurting and injuring people, it is not so difficult to respect their
principles and their feelings; it is a far harder thing to make it the chosen and
deliberate policy of life to go out of our way to be as kind to them as we would
wish them to be to us. An action like that shows a certain attitude to others. It is the

349

attitude which believes that we should treat one another not as the law allows, but
as love demands.
Jesus says this command “sums up the Law and the Prophets.” He made two
similar statements elsewhere.
Matthew 22:40: “All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two
commandments.” [The KNT has a more graphic and literal translation: “The
entire law hangs on (or “from”) these two commandments – and that goes
for the prophets, too.”]
Mark 12:31, “There is no commandment greater than these.”
James also referred to this commandment: “If you really keep the royal law found
in Scripture, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’ you are doing right” (James 2:8).
This is a shocking claim by King Jesus and James for kingdom citizens: the entire
Torah is summarized by the Golden Rule. If you get that one right, you are truly
obedient and observant Jew! Paul as well supports the Golden Rule, though again
in the Jesus Creed (Leviticus 19:18) form:
Romans 13:9: “The commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ ‘You
shall not murder,’ ‘You shall not steal,’ ‘You shall not covet,’ and whatever
other command there may be, are summed up in this one command: “Love
your neighbor as yourself.’”
Romans 13:10: “Love does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore love is the
fulfillment of the law.”
Galatians 5:14: “For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command:
‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”
Thus Paul states the love command sums up (the term can be translated
“recapitulates”) the Ten Commandments and the “entire law” finds its goal and
fulfillment in the observance of this one command to love others as oneself. The
entire will of God is about learning to love others, or to treat others, the way we
treat ourselves.
Jesus Christ came to make the great laws of God incarnate in human life; that is the
miracle of God’s grace. While it is easier to keep the Golden Rule in some contexts
more than others, we must tie it to the enemy-love teaching of Jesus in 5:43-48 and
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to the Jesus Creed in general. We need to extend it to our neighborhoods, our
work, our churches, and in every aspect of the world in which we live.
To think through the Golden Rule, ponder it deeply as it touches all of life, is
dangerous for our moral health because it will summon us to live under the King as
one of his kingdom citizens.

The Two Gates
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus begins to wind up (or is it wind down?) with a
call for his hearers to make careful choices in light of what they have heard. First,
Yeshua gives a comprehensive summons in imagery: paths and gates (vv. 13-14).
He then follows by a warning about those who claim their gifts but fail in deeds
7:15-23), and lastly, Jesus concludes with a two-way warning in a parable (7:2427). Our first passage (7:13-14) has a simple summons to enter through the narrow
gate (v. 13a) followed by the two options to Jesus’ teaching (vv. 13b-14)
So this galvanizing statement: “Enter through the narrow gate.” The King James
Version uses the word “straight” instead of “narrow.” The two words mean the
same thing. Jesus adds, “But small is the gate and narrow is the road that leads to
life, and only a few find it.” (v. 14). (9) In context, he is saying that all he has taught
in the Sermon on the Mount taken together forms a “narrow gate.” Such words
have never been welcome, but they are particularly offensive to twenty-first
century ears. Call me vain, call me proud, even call me mean – but don’t call me
narrow!”
There is one reason the gate is “narrow,” it is demanding discipleship. (10) Now, in
one sense it is good that Christians avoid this tag. We certainly do not want to be
narrow and self-righteous like the list-carrying Pharisees. Nor do we want to be
narrow and inflexibly dogmatic about matters in which the Scriptures are not clear,
like the bishop who when he was visiting a small denominational college in 1870
took strong exception when the president happened to remark that in fifty years it
might be possible for men to soar in the air like birds. The bishop was scandalized
and replied, “Flight is strictly reserved for the angels and I beg you not to repeat
your suggestion lest you be guilty of blasphemy!” Thirty-three years later Bishop
Wright’s sons, Orville and Wilbur, made the world’s first flight at Kitty Hawk! (11)
We must avoid uninformed, pious narrowness at all costs.
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On the other hand, we must embrace the narrowness Christ recommends. Jesus
says there are two roads – one leading to destruction and one leading to life. And
there is no middle way. Christ never said anything by accident, and what he said
here was sublimely premediated. He knew nothing could be more calamitous than
for a hearer (or reader) of the Sermon on the Mount to mediate on its precepts,
perhaps even bow in admiration, but never experience its reality. This epilogue is
perhaps the most important in the entire Sermon, for it is about getting on the right
road and staying on it. Following the radical message of Jesus is quite hard. Being
a “Christian” can be easy, but a Jesus follower – not so much.

Two Options: The Road to Destruction or Life (v. 13b- 14)
In every action of life, we are confronted with a crossroads; and we can never
evade the choice, because we can never stand still. To attempt not to make a choice
is to make a choice! We must always take one way or the other. Moses spoke the
people:
“See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and
adversity, and death and adversity ….Choose life so that you and your
descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 30:15, 19).
When Joshua was laying down the leadership of the nation at the end of his life, he
presented them with the same choice: “Choose this day whom you will serve”
(Joshua 24:15). Jeremiah heard the voice of God saying to him: “And to this people
you shall say: Thus says the Lord: See, I am setting before you the way of life and
the way of death” (Jeremiah 21:8). The 19th century English poet, William
Dunkerly, writing under the pseudonym John Oxenham, has eloquently wrote:
To every man there openeth
A way and ways and a way,
And the high soul climbs the high way,
And the low soul gropes the low;
And in between on the misty flats
The rest drift to and fro;
But to every man there openeth
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A high way and a low;
And every man decideth
The way his soul shall go.
Perhaps the opening to the Didache puts it best:
“There are two ways, one of life and one of death, and there is a great
difference between these two ways. Now this is the way of the life: first,
“you shall love God, who made you,” second, “your neighbor as yourself;”
and “whatever you do not wish to happen to you, do not do to another” (12)
We have choices in life. Take the high or the right path; take the low way or the
wrong path; the choice is each ours to decide. The choice matters because it
determines who enters the kingdom.

Road to Destruction
“For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many
enter through it.”
The old walled city Jerusalem still has several gates, some with wide roadways so
that the cars can get through, others with steep, narrow steps so that only pedestrians, animals and small handcarts can pass. Jesus’ hearers would have been
familiar with many towns and cities like that. Some city gages would be wide
enough for several people to go in and out at once; at others you would have to
wait your turn. Jesus set his face against any idea that you can simply “go with the
flow,” allowing the crowd to set the pace and direction.
Jesus pictures here a large entrance to a city that opens onto a broad boulevard.
The road has a wide entrance and is spacious, meaning it is easy to locate and to
get onto. Because of its size, there are no limitations as to baggage. You can take
anything you please. You do not have to leave anything behind. To stay on it all
you have to do is follow your inclinations. Absolutely no effort is required.
The broad road imposes no boundaries on what one thinks. Personal views do not
make any difference. This was the early experience of C.S. Lewis as described in
his autobiography:
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“I was soon (in the famous words) altering “I believe” to “one does feel.”
And oh, the relief of it! … From the tyrannous noon of revelation I passed
into the good evening twilight of Higher Thought, where there was nothing
to be obeyed, and nothing to be believed except what was either comforting
or exciting. (13)
On the wide road if your thing is nature, that is okay. If it is meditation, that is
okay. If it is morality or sensuality, that is okay too. The road has plenty of room
for everybody as long as one’s thinking does not turn to value judgments. It is okay
to compare and contrast philosophies, but to say one is better than the other is
anathema. The relative is absolutized, and the absolute is relativized.
Other than platitudes about the good of the majority or the consensus of the people,
the wide road imposes few boundaries on conduct. It takes no effort to remain on
its broad stretch. It inflicts a deceptive sense of freedom and independence. But the
trip itself is all it has to offer, and it is unsatisfying throughout.
Though it is the wrong road, Jesus says that “many enter through it.” (14) The Lukan
parallel (Luke 13:23-24), deserves to be quoted because it connects these words to
final salvation: “Someone asked him, ‘Lord, are only a few people going to be
saved?” Jesus’ response is notable: “Make every effort to enter through the narrow
door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.” The road
is heavily traveled. In fact, most people prefer it! You are never alone on the broad
road “that leads to destruction.” There may be questions unanswered by Jesus, but
it seems at least clear that Jesus’ lines about many and few are directly related to
those who will be saved, that is, those who will enter the kingdom of God. It hangs
on whether Jesus is one’s Lord.
Eventually the road comes to the edge of the abyss, and there it stops, but the
traveler does not!

The Road to Life
“But small is the gate and narrow” the road that leads to life, and only a few find
it.”
Here Yeshua pictures for us a tiny gate that is easily overlooked. You have to
search for it to find it. Moreover, the road is narrow. You really have to want to get
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in through this gate. If you just drift, allowing the current to take you where it will,
you’ll miss it. It never broadens, no matter how far or how long one travels on it.
The gate is evidently the kind through which you cannot bring any baggage,
requiring us to leave everything behind. But this gate leads to life, and the other
sort all lead to destruction. The choice is spelled out at last, and there’s no avoiding
it, no softening of the hard-line.
Having entered the narrow gateway to life, the traveler finds that the road remains
narrow. Christ is absolutely upfront about the fact that the road remains narrow and
difficult. There is no attempt to lure us unto the road with assurances that though it
will be difficult at first, the road’s contour will eventually widen. The truth is,
those who follow the road have to take up their cross (Mark 8:34) and suffer for
and with Jesus.
Choices matter, actions and motives matter. This narrow road is not only difficult –
it imposes boundaries on what we think and believe. But this does not mean the
narrow road is repressive. Far from it! Certainly there have been those like Bishop
Wright who mistakenly have become too restrictive, but the fact is, Jesus’ narrow
way enhances logic and aesthetics and science. For example, John Polkinghorne,
theoretical physicist and retired president of Queens College, Cambridge
University, and now Anglican priest strongly states theologians (religion) and
scientists entertain similar aspirations in their search for truthful knowledge. (15)
Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life,” and he remains so!
On the narrow road our thoughts about God and truth are both enlarged and
confined. Truth is not up to the tyranny of democratic consensus. Those who
follow Christ will not and may not believe what most people believe. And those on
the narrow way will not be popular in their beliefs. For example, our thoughts
about God are narrowed. Certain conceptions of God are true, and others are false.
Certain views of him are degrading, and others are exalting. But in believing the
truth, our vision of God goes far beyond any vision ever dreamed by anyone on the
broad road. The Biblical vision of God is electrifying! Who would have dreamed
of a God who was not confined by nature but was above nature, who holds things
together by the word of his power, who is our Father but who also became a man
in order to redeem us. Our thoughts regarding salvation are similarly narrowed.
Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except
through me” (John 14:6). And those who have preached salvation through Christ
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have exhibited the same narrowness. Consider Peter before the Sanhedrin:
“Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given
to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).
So the narrow way brings an incredibility spectacular, immense conception of God.
Learning to follow Jesus and to know God as Father matter. Eternal issues are at
stake, heaven is God’s dimension, God’s sphere of existence, in the present, not
simply a destination in the future. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t future
destinies, or that yours is not going to be shaped by the choices you made in the
present.
Our affections are also narrowed, for we are to love the Lord our God with all our
heart and with all our soul and with all our might (Deuteronomy 6:5), to put no one
else above or equal to him. The same goes for our conduct. As soon as you hear a
little voice saying, “maybe Jesus didn’t mean it – surely he can’t be that strict” –
“maybe it’ll all come right in the end no matter what we do,” you need the next
warning (beware false prophets, 7:15-23).There are things we cannot do.
Everything is not okay. But in our boundaries we find liberation socially, sexually,
ethically. The only free man or woman in these areas is the one who walks the
straight and narrow way! Helmut Thielicke, the German theologian, says:
“But in talking about all this, have we not made an amazing discovery? As
we have heard that this is a hard and narrow way that leads through dying
and dark places, have we not suddenly seen in the narrowness the breadth, in
the dying the living, and in him who seems to make living so hard, the great
liberator.” (16)
The narrow way is completely fulfilling. It provides freedom and joy, and
ultimately leads to eternal life that Jesus defines as knowing him and the Father.
“Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ, who you have sent” (John 17:3). There is no abyss at the end of the narrow
road, but there is unspeakable glory!
It is no accident that Jesus saved this text at the beginning of the end of the Sermon
on the Mount. He knew that at the end of the Sermon some would stand at the foot
of the magisterial immensity of what he taught and praise it and laud it – and yet
never enter the kingdom. That is why the opening line of the conclusion is a
command: “Enter through the narrow door” (13:24). It is not enough to listen to

356

preaching about the gate. You must enter through it. There can be neutrality. You
are either on the broad road leading to destruction or on the narrow road leading to
life. You will not go through the narrow gate by accident or unawares. You must
enter it thoughtfully and purposely.

Summary
Driving the car these days becomes more and more complicated, doesn’t it? On
any given stretch of road there are more and more warning signs. “Lane closed.”
“Watch for Rock slides.” “Slow, Farm Vehicles.” Not to mention signs telling you
how fast you’re allowed to drive, warning there are cameras waiting to catch you if
you do not have your seat belt on, or there are speeding, signs suggesting you stop
for a cup of coffee before you get too tired, and signs telling you how far it is to
your destination.
Yeshua ends the great Sermon on the Mount with a set of warning signs. If you’ve
come this far with him, you need to know it’s not just a matter of holding on to the
steering wheel and hoping for the best. You need to concentrate, to take note of
danger, to realize you can’t presume on anything. You’ve got to keep your wits
about you.
The passage has three of these warnings, coming in quick succession like roadsigns on a motorway. Make sure you get through the gate – it’s not very wide!
Watch out for people who will lead you off the road! Don’t think that because
you’ve been tagging along with the others that you’ll get there in the end! These
are sharp and worrying. We need to take them seriously.
Jesus has made his central points, and now he wants to press home his message. So
he opens his conclusion with an imperative verb: “Enter through the narrow gate.”
With this metaphor, Jesus calls his hearers to take decisive action. The gate one
must enter is narrow, not wide, and tough to squeeze through. That implies Jesus’
way is more restrictive than the alternative way through the wide gate. The wide
gate attracts and accommodates more people, and leads to a path that is more
pleasant. It is a more expansive choice, opening up more options. So we are not
surprised when Jesus says that most people go through the wide gate, onto the wide
road. Why would anyone select the restrictive way over against the more spacious
and popular option?
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The stinger comes when Jesus points out the issue of destinations. You choose a
specific road based on your destination. When it comes to eternal destinations,
Jesus warns that most people think more about the comfort of the road they travel
than the destination where it is leading them. True, they have their reasons for
choosing the easy way; nevertheless, this comfortable, well-traveled route
terminates in destruction. Jesus uses the word “destruction” as the opposite of
“life.” Life is positive, hopeful, and lasts forever – the kingdom of heaven (7:21).
Only the narrow route, chosen by few, leads to life.
We may not like what Jesus says here, but we must hear him out. Followers of
Jesus cannot be afraid to set the vision of Jesus, in which Jesus is King and humans
are summoned to become citizens of his kingdom, in the context of a final
judgment, nor can they be afraid of the simple framing of life into two options:
following Jesus or not. As R.T. France says so well, “This is not a matter of more
or less successful attempts to follow the lifestyle of the kingdom heaven, but of
being either in or out, saved or lost.” (17) The Sermon is not theory: the Sermon
itself gospels the gospel. (18) The Sermon casts forth the image of Jesus and of his
vision for how kingdom people are to live, and then Jesus looks his listeners in the
eyes and summons them to choose to follow him. Sorting all folks into two seems
brutal in our world, but we cannot soften the rigor of Jesus’ words, nor can we fail
to connect this summons to grace. It is an ethic from above with incomparable
gravity.
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CHAPTER 21
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 7:15-23

DISCERNING FALSE TEACHERS

“Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly
they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick
grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise, every good tree bears
good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a
bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut
down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.
Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but
only the one who does the will of my Father, who is in heaven. Many will say to me
on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive
out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them
plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!” (1)

Chuck Swindoll tells the story about an unforgettable evening when a friend of his
ate dog food. Contrary to what we might expect, he was not starving, nor was he
being initiated into a fraternity. Rather, it happened at an elegant physician’s home
near Miami. The dog food was served on delicate little crackers with a wedge of
imported cheese, bacon chips, and an olive, topped with a sliver of pimento. Hors
d’oeuvres a la Alpo! The deed was not perpetrated by an enemy but by a friend.
(With friends like that, who needs enemies?!) She had just graduated from a
gourmet cooking course and decided she would put her skills to the ultimate test –
and did she ever. After doctoring up those miserable morsels, she placed them on a
silver tray. With a sly grin she watched them disappear. Swindoll’s friend could
not get enough. He kept coming back for more. Evidently the woman’s friends
were a pretty laid-back group because everyone had a good laugh when she told
them what they had been eating. To each their own.
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That is a perfect illustration of what goes on in another realm – namely, religious
deception. Every day professional Christians, phony preachers, are marketing their
wares on shiny platters decorated in such a way that people do not know what they
are really getting. Their dishes are topped with the language of orthodoxy – pious
religious clichés and buzzwords – and are being eagerly consumed by the tragically grateful. They even pay for it, by the millions. That should never happen, and
certainly the Lord does not want it to happen. That is why he proceeds with the
conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount, he gives advice to those who do not want
to be led astray.
There are two parts to this section: (2) the deceiver (7:5-20) and the deceived (7:2123. The deceiver unit aims at the “false prophets” by warning them in 7:15a, by
describing them (7:15b), and then by offering a method of detection (7:16a) that is
explained in two illustrative analogies (7:16b-19) and summarized into a crisp
statement (7:20). The deceived unit begins with a warning about the deceived –
that is, about who will and who will not enter the kingdom (7:21); this warning is
then restated with a concrete hypothetical illustration of Jesus’ own final
evaluation (7:23).

The Deceiver
In chapter 7:15-23 after a warning about the two ways: the narrow and the broad
(vv. 13-14) comes the next warning, in line with biblical instructions, against “false
prophets.” “Watch out” or “Beware,” he warns. The Jews knew all about false
prophets. In ancient Israel, “false prophets” were people who claimed to be
speaking the word of YEWH but actually weren’t. If people listened to them they
would end up going the wrong way and disaster would follow.
One need only look in the Old Testament to view them. Jeremiah, for example, had
his conflict with the prophet who said: “’Peace, peace, when there is no peace’”
(Jeremiah 6:14; 8:11). Wolves was the very name by which false rulers and false
prophets were called. Ezekiel said: “Its officials within like wolves tearing the prey,
shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain” (Ezekiel 22:27). Zephaniah, drawing a grim picture of things in Israel said: “The officials within it are
roaring lions; its judges are evening wolves that leave nothing until the morning.
Its prophets are reckless, faithless persons” (Zephaniah 3:3-4). When Paul was
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warning the elders of dangers to come he said: “Savage wolves will come in among
you, not sparing the flock” (Acts 30:20). Yeshua said he was sending out his
disciples as the good shepherd who protected the flock from the wolves with his
life (John 10:12). But the trouble with false prophets is of course, they seem very
nice, very reasonable, very trustworthy. No wolf is going to let you see his claws
and teeth if he can dress himself up as a harmless sheep – and that’s what they will
do.
This colorful picture of a wolf in sheep’s clothing was a recognizable and
understood metaphor. When the shepherd watched his flocks upon the hillside, his
garment was a sheepskin, worn with the skin outside and the fleece inside. But a
man might wear a shepherd’s dress and still not be a shepherd. The prophets had
acquired a conventional dress. Elijah had a mantle (1 Kings 19:13, 19), and that
mantle had been a hairy cloak (2 Kings 1:8). That sheepskin mantle had become
the uniform of the prophets, just as the Greek philosophers had worn the
philosopher’s robe. It was by the mantle the prophet could be distinguished from
other men. But sometimes that form of dress was worn by those who had no right
to it, for Zechariah in his picture of the great days to come says: “They will not put
on a hairy mantle in order to deceive” (Zechariah 13:4). There were those who
wore a prophet’s cloak but who lived anything but a prophet’s life (3)
Perhaps the most important thing he tells us in verse 15 is the false prophets are
those who “come to you in sheep’s clothing.” In other words, they look just like
sheep. These false prophets, false preachers, are not your standard heretics. The
most blatant obvious, whether tele-evangelists promising pie-in-the-sky now or
whatever, are not what Jesus has in in mind here. Jesus’ language demands we
understand that these false teachers and their teaching are extremely subtle, as
deceptive and subtle as the hostess and her Alpo hors d’oeuvres.
Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones says:
“The picture we need to have in our minds, therefore, should rather be this.
The false prophet is a man who comes to us, and who at first has the
appearance of being everything that could be desired. He is nice and
pleasing and pleasant; he appears to be thoroughly Christian; and seems to
say the right things. His teaching in general is quite all right and he uses
many terms that should be used and employed by a true Christian teacher.
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He talks about God, he seems to be saying everything that a Christian should
say. He obviously is in sheep’s clothing, and his way of living seems to
correspond. So, you do not suspect that there is anything wrong at all; there
is nothing that at once attracts your attention or arouses your suspicions,
nothing glaringly wrong.” (4)
Dietrich Bonhoeffer adds:
“There is someone standing by my side, who looks just like a member of the
church. He is a prophet and a preacher. He looks like a Christian, he talks
and acts like one. But dark powers are mysteriously at work; it was those
who sent him into our mist … He may even be unconscious himself of what
he is doing. The devil can give him every encouragement and at the same
time keeps him in the dark about his own motives.” (5)
When these false prophets/preachers come with all the right language, credentials,
and culture, they deceive the unwary elect.
“For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as
apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an
angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as
servants of righteousness” (2 Corinthians 11:13-15).
There were false prophets in the ancient days, but there were also false prophets in
New Testament times. Matthew was written about AD 85, and at the time prophets
were still an institution in the church. They had no fixed abode, and had given up
everything to wander throughout the country, bringing to the churches a message
which they believed to come directly from God. Prophets were the inspiration of
the church, for they had abandoned everything to serve God and the church of
God. But the office of prophet was singularly liable to abuse. There were some
who used it to gain prestige and to impose on the generosity of local congregations,
and so lived a life of comfortable and even pampered idleness. The Didache, the
first order book of the Christian Church, (it dates about 100 A.D.) illuminates this
problem. A true prophet was to be held in the highest honor, his word never
disregarded, his freedom never curtailed. But “he shall remain one day, and if
necessary another day also; but if he remain three days, he is a false prophet.” He
must never ask for anything but bread. “If he asks for money, he is a false
prophet.” Prophets all claim to speak in the Spirit, but there is one acid test: “By
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their characters a true and a false prophet shall be known.” Every prophet that
teacheth the truth, if he do not what he teacheth, is a false prophet. Whosoever
shall say in the Spirit: Give me money or any other things, ye shall not hear him;
but if he tell you to give in the matter of others who have need, let no one judge
him.” If a wanderer comes to a congregation, and wishes to settle there, if he has a
trade, “let him work and eat.” If he has no trade, “consider in your wisdom how he
may not live with you as a Christian in idleness … But if he will not do this, he is a
trafficker in Christ. Beware of such.” (6)
Much scholarly effort has been spent in seeking to identify the “false prophets.”
Here are several options: Pharisees, Essenes, the Jewish Messiah Bar Kokhba,
Gnostics, and law-observant Christians. (7) If we could know the specific audience
Jesus had in mind with confidence, this list would not exist; since we can’t it is
wiser to speak in general terms rather than in specific terms. Whoever they are, the
claim to be followers of Jesus – calling him, “Lord, Lord” in 7:21 and doing great
deeds in his name (7:22). They are, then, Christian false prophets,” who are to be
contrasted with Christian true prophets (5:11-12; 10:41; 23:34). (8)
We discover in the Old Testament, the test for true and false prophets was: wait
and see! (9) If the prophet tells you that something is going to happen, you will
discover whether they are truthful by seeing whether it does. Jesus offers a method
of detection: “By their fruits you will recognize them.” His is a more graphic, and
perhaps a quicker, method of detection. Think of it like a tree. Can you see healthy,
tasty fruit fact, producing a crop of lies, immorality and greed?
Within the Christian church there is always a temptation to ask different questions
about people, “Is he one of us?” people enquire. “Does she belong to my party, to
our group, to the proper tradition? But parties, groups and traditions have a way of
attracting both genuine believers and true prophets on the one hand and false
prophets and hangers-on on the other. The only way to be sure is to look for fruit
from the tree, and to be sure what sort of fruit it is.
The “fruit” (10) cannot simply be showy displays of apparent spiritual power. False
prophets can often produce that sort of thing. What counts is something deeper,
something more personal. The final warning in this sequence moves our attention
to the final day, the Day of Judgment. “On that day” in verse 22 is the first use, but
by no means the last in Matthew, of a regular phrase which Jesus has transferred
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from the Old Testament warnings about what would happen when God finally
acted. Some, it seems, will have done remarkable things “in Jesus’ name’ but
without knowing him personally. Mighty deeds are not a final indication of
whether someone really belongs to Jesus or not. There are some who will have
done them, but who will turn out to be “evil workers.” What counts will be
knowing Jesus – or rather, being known by him. What does that mean? We will
read the rest of the story.
Jews, Greeks, and Romans all used the idea that a tree is to be judged by its fruits.
“Like root, like fruit,” was the proverb. Epictetus was later to say: “How can a vine
grow not like a vine but like an olive, or, how can an olive grow not like an olive
but like a vine?” (11) Seneca declared that good fruit cannot grow from evil any
more than a fig tree can from an olive.
But history gives us another discovery. Jesus asked, “Are grapes gathered from
thorns?” There was a certain thorn, the buckthorn, which had little black berries,
which closely resembled little grapes. “Or figs from thistles!” There was a certain
thistle which had a flower which, at least at a distance, might well be taken for a
fig. The point is real, and relevant, and salutary. There may be a superficial
resemblance between the true and the false prophet. The false prophet may wear
the right clothes and use the right language; but you cannot sustain life with berries
of a buckthorn or the flowers of a thistle; and the life of the soul can never be
sustained with the food which a false prophet offers.
The point is simple. “By their fruit you will recognize them.” The word for
“recognize” (other translators translate, “know,” epignosis) means an exact or full
knowledge of. One’s fruits provide an exact, unerring knowledge of what one
really is. We can evaluate a prophet, a teacher (or any person, for that matter) by
using the same test we apply to a tree: a tree is known by its fruit. If you go to a
tree in the autumn and pick an apple from it, you have no doubt that the tree is an
apple tree. Only a fool would label it a cherry tree after tasting the luscious apple.
Even if a sign nailed to the tree boldly proclaimed, “This is a Cherry Tree,” we
would not believe its words. In the same manner, the way prophets live (their
fruits) demonstrate who they really are. We know some prophets are false, because
their lives do not match Jesus’ words. Jesus’ teachings spell out the character of
good fruit. Those whose lives do not conform to Jesus’ teaching - no matter what
they claim about themselves (“I am a Christian Prophet” or “I am a Christian
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preacher) – are imposters. The real test of any prophet is: does his teaching
strength people to bear the burdens of life, and to walk in the way wherein they
ought to go. His fruit is evident in what he says (his doctrine) and how he lives (his
moral life).
So, again what is the fruit? In context, there is only one conclusion: it refers to
doing God’s will (12) (cf. 7:17-20), which translates the Greek word for “doing”
(poieo), with the word “bears” five times; 7:21 uses “does” while 7:23 uses
“evildoers,” and then 7:24-27 is about putting into practice, and this language
again translates the Greek word poieo. The implication is clear too: if the disciples
hear someone making a claim to speak for God, they are to observe that person’s
life to see if that person is doing God’s will, if so, they may be speaking for God; if
not, they are false prophets.
The controlling realization here is being a true Christian means there has been a
radical change in the depth of the person through the grace of God. There is an
awesomely deep connection between what comes out of us and what we are. The
essence of the trees determines the fruit they produce. False prophets encourage us
to try to make ourselves Christians by adding something to our lives instead of
becoming something new, and their work never quite rings true. A wolf can wear
sheep’s clothing, but it cannot grow a sheep’s coat. It is possible to put grapes on
thorns, and figs on thistles, but they cannot grow there. It is possible to subscribe to
the qualities of the Beatitudes, and yet never truly own them from within. But
appearances can only be kept up for so long. Time will reveal the true nature of the
fruit. Sooner or later we will know where a man stands. Believers are not to
involve themselves in inquisitions or censoriousness judgment, but they must
recognize the verdict of God when it comes, and they must be discerning, obeying
Jesus’ command to “watch out for false prophets.”
Jesus is silent about what followers should do about the false teachers and it makes
us think of the parable of the weeds and wheat (15:36-43). We might have
expected Jesus to say they should be removed from leadership or to urge his
followers to run from them, but his focus is elsewhere. Jesus teaches his followers
to observe their fruits so they can discern true from false. In our next passage Jesus
says they will be finally judged. By implication the followers are to heed their own
fruit observations and turn from the false prophets.
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In my lifetime I’ve experienced enough “altar calls,” “invitations” at church
services to have the American selling points on following Jesus memorized. When
I started preaching as a young adult, the same old misrepresentations with bad PR
on what it means to follow Jesus flowed from my lips. Usually these services went
something like this: an aggressive message on why going to hell would be like
putting your face in the fire while listening to AC/DC, and the solution to hell is to
“ask Jesus into your heart.” Or, in my tradition the solution is to follow the “five
steps” to salvation. Jesus becomes the ticket out of a bad situation, and all that’s
required to get your free pass is to “repeat this simple prayer after me.” Or, be
obedient and forget grace. And, poof….you’re “saved” and now a fully vetted
Jesus follower.
American Christianity has been poorly marketing Jesus in this way for years. The
deep, mysterious, and beautifully difficult message of Jesus has become so diluted
to the point we sing, “I have decided to follow Jesus” or “All to Jesus I Surrender”
as we make our way up the aisle – thinking that following Jesus is actually that
simple. What’s worse is that often our motivation for “asking Jesus into our hearts”
is that we’re petrified of the myriad ways Jesus will have us tortured for eternity if
we don’t properly pray the “sinner’s prayer” to show him we love him back. From
that day forward, we’re supposed to faithfully attend church every Sunday and
Wednesday evening, destroy our Guns n’ Roses CDs or for some the records of
hip-swinging Elvis, in order to show we actually meant it when we prayed it.
* Said the magic prayer? Check.
* Did the five steps? Check.
* Willing to go to church? Check.
* Going to work really hard to cut back on how much I use the “F word”?
Check.
The rewards of following this simple, relatively easy checklist of what it means to
follow Jesus supposedly has a huge payout. Not only do we get to claim our “get
out of hell free” card, but we also get to claim a host of promises designed to make
life better. God-ordained “prosperity,” God’s “hedge of protection,” and the fact
that God now has a “wonderful plan for our life” that he will be “faithful to
complete.” Following Jesus, we are led to believe, is a relatively easy decision to

367

make and live out – and as a result, will help us achieve the American dream in our
own lives.
This sounds great, if it were actually true.
But, it’s not.
This diluted marketing of what it looks like to actually follow Jesus is killing us. It
is the result of false teaching. As a result we now live in a country where the vast
majority identify themselves as Christians, yet very few of them seem to have
much resemblance to the Jesus I read about in the Scriptures – myself included.
What was once an invitation to actually follow and learn to become like Jesus, has
been diluted into something that can be taken care of in a single prayer, in a single
act, or in a single decision. The result of this diluted gospel is that we’re led to
believe, either directly or through omission, that following Jesus is the ticket to a
better life by the world’s standards.
Jesus, as it turns out, has a completely different standard for what a “better” life
looks like.
I recently watched a rerun of the movie Armageddon. Perhaps you also saw it.
With a colossal asteroid streaking toward earth, a band of misfit oil drillers mixed
with legitimate astronauts head into space to intercept and destroy the asteroid,
thus saving the future of humanity. Once their spacecraft reaches the asteroid,
however, they are confronted by a scary, inhospitable world. As one of the spacecrafts prepares for what ends up being a crash landing, the character played by
Owen Wilson screams out, “This isn’t as bad as I thought it would be – it’s way
worse!”
When I think about what it means to actually follow Jesus – to learn to be like him
and attempt to live out the radical nature of his message – I often think back to that
movie. Living like Jesus isn’t a ticket to wealth, prosperity, or the American
dream. When we dilute what it means to actually follow him, people end up like
the guy on the steroid when they finally realize, “This isn’t as bad as I thought it
would be – it’s way worse.” If you’re coming into this with American cultural
understandings of a “better life,” this is going to be way, way worse.
What’s crazy is when we rediscover the radical message of Jesus, we find he too
warned people that following him might be way worse than they envision. In
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Matthew 8, we find a man who told Jesus he would like to become a follower.
Instead of saying, “Sure thing, just repeat this simple prayer after me,” however,
Jesus actually warns the man that making the decision to not just pay mental ascent
to Jesus but actually follow him, could have devastating results by cultural
standards. “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man
has no place to lay his head,” were the words of Jesus (Matthew 8:20).
The modern church faces a crisis of credibility. We have lost our reputation in the
world. In many ways our “fruit” is no different from that of unbelievers. We may
legitimately plead one excuse. Not all who claim to be Christian leaders are true
flowers of Christ. Their fruit shows them to be wolves in sheep’s clothing. However, the society in which we live does not make this distinction. They see people
who call themselves Christians and assume that’s what they are. Jesus anticipated
false teachers will bear many resemblances to genuine ones. Their message will
seem simple. He said weeds will grow among the wheat and sometimes it is
difficult to distinguish them.
Yet we who claim to be sheep (true followers of Jesus) are responsible to take on
the demands of discipleship Jesus stresses in the Sermon. We show we are truly
Jesus’ followers by the evidence of our lives. Reading, rereading, and applying his
teaching must be our priorities. We must keep on the narrow way, as the previous
chapter emphasized.

The Deceived (7:21-23)
Coming near the end of the Sermon, Jesus introduces a sobering truth: some people
will expect to enter God’s eternal kingdom, only to discover they are mistaken.
This teaching has parallels to the earlier metaphor of the two gates: those who do
God’s will enter the kingdom of heaven, while he excludes all others from his
presence. Even if people claim or profess Jesus as Lord, they can still be traveling
on the easy way that leads to destruction.
The false prophets either petition Jesus or confess him as “Lord, Lord.” (13) They
support themselves by appealing to their prophesies, exorcisms, and miracle
working. But Jesus counters they don’t do God’s will and are evildoers. These
people, in other words, deceive themselves into thinking they are kingdom people
because of the gifts they have performed.
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John Stott has noted this confession is remarkable on four points. (14) First, it is
polite. They address Christ as “Lord.” Even today that is a courteous, tolerant way
to refer to Christ. Second, the confession is orthodox. The word “Lord” (kurios)
can mean “Sir,” but it is also a divine title. The context with its allusions to God as
Christ’s Father and Christ as Judge demands we see it as the latter – God. Third,
the confession is fervent. “Lord, Lord” is an appellation of enthusiasm and zeal.
Fourth, the confession is public. These professing believers did not make some
private confession of allegiance to Christ but did it in front of everyone. Moreover,
they even did public works in the name of Christ. This is a model confession, a
beautiful one. So what is wrong with it? Nothing! It would be wonderful if we all
would make confessions like this.
But there is a problem. Correct orthodox belief will not give us eternal life. This is
not to say that correct belief is not necessary for salvation – it is. Paul makes that
clear in Romans 10:9, 10.
“If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart
that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your
heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you
confess and are saved.”
It is not uncommon for someone other than God’s people to do mighty works (see
Exodus -8; Matthew 24:23-28; 2 Thessalonians 2:9-10; Revelation 13:13-15).
What is required to enter the kingdom is doing God’s will (7:21). Followers of
Jesus follow Jesus and his teachings; those who don’t follow Jesus are not
followers. The will of God is far more often works of compassion, as in Matthew
25:31-46 or James 1:25-27, than charismatic displays of might.
No one is saved by works, of course, but everyone is judged by works because
works are the inevitable life of the one who surrenders to, trusts in, and follows
Jesus. Thus, you can tell the true prophet from the false by their fruit (obedience to
Jesus). What sort of fruits would Jesus have in mind? Do we show mercy to those
who are in need? Do we care for the marginalized, unlike the rich man who did not
concern himself with the poor man at his gate (Luke 16:19-31)? Do our neighbors
think we are gracious and loving or obstinate and judgmental? Do we nurture love
and patience in our own children? Do we serve our spouse as Christ serves the
church? Is our charismatic gift so important that menial tasks have to be done by
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others? Or, put differently, do we expect our spouse to do all the dirty work around
the house so we can carry on our business? No one is perfect, of course. The
fundamental fruit of the New Testament, especially for Jesus, is the Jesus Creed or
the Golden Rule – and that is loving others and doing for others what we would
want done for us. So, we ask, what have you done for others today?
The deceived place before Jesus on the judgment day (15) what they have done –
notice the triple emphasis: they have prophesied “in your name,” and exorcised “in
your name,” and done miracles “in your name.” these folks are affiliated with Jesus
and claim to have done special acts through the power of Jesus, but they are
denounced for two major elements. First, Jesus doesn’t know them (25:12) and
never has, which theologically indicates the absence of covenanted intimacy.
(Genesis 18:19; Amos 3:2). Second, they are “evildoers” instead of doers of the
Father’s will, that Matthew 24:21 connects lawlessness (same term as here) with
love growing cold suggests these false prophets have no mercy or care for those in
need. Because Jesus reduces God’s will to loving God and loving others, it is not a
stretch to see in the deceived in our text a colossal failure at the basics: the Jesus
Creed or the Golden Rule.

Conclusion
There are two great permanent truths within this passage. There is only one way in
which people’s sincerity can be proved, and that is by their practice. Fine words
can never be a substitute for fine deeds. There is only one proof of love, and that
proof is obedience. There is no point in saying we love a person and then doing
things which break that person’s heart. When we were young, maybe we used to
sometimes say to our mothers: “Mother, I love you.” And maybe our mothers
sometimes smiled a little wistfully and said: “I wish you would show it a little
more in the way you behave.” So often we confess God with our lips and deny him
with our lives. It is not difficult to recite a creed, but it is difficult to live the
Christian life. Faith without practice is a contradiction in terms, and love without
obedience is an impossibility.
At the back of this passage is the idea of judgment. All through it there runs the
certainty this day of reckoning comes. Some people may succeed over a period in
maintaining the pretenses and the disguises, but there comes a day when the
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pretenses are shown for what they are, and the disguises are stripped away. We
may deceive others with our words, but we cannot deceive God. “You discern my
thoughts from far away,” said the psalmist (Psalms 139:2). No one can ultimately
deceive the God who sees the heart.
The real Jesus? Well, if you want to follow him, he’s sure to complicate things and
ask you to leave behind some hopes and dreams in order to pour yourself out in the
service of others. The radical message Jesus taught is the way to eternal life, not
through power and control, but through giving yourself up and laying your live
down. We find life by becoming willing to first experience forms of death:
“Anyone who loves their life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in
this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me;
and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who
serves me” (John 12:25-26).
It’s a radical message – but one that often gets diluted in American culture, false
teachers. Here we’re focused on prosperity, individual rights, achieving our hopes
and dreams…
But that’s not Jesus.
The undiluted Jesus is someone who invites us to actually follow him – to do the
things he did – and to be willing to set aside anything in our lives that gets in the
way of that central calling. It’s calling for us to simply look like Jesus.
To let the dead bury the dead. To embrace an uncertain future. To pick up a cross.
If we want to discover the radical message of Jesus, we must stop diluting it by
focusing on power, peace of mind, and prosperity. Instead we must embrace the
truly radical message that invites us to find life through laying it down. Ironically –
if we do this – we will actually find the life we’re looking for, unfamiliar as it may
be.
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CHAPTER 22
GOSPEL STORY
Matthew 7:24-27

THE ONLY TRUE FOUNDATION

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is
like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams
rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, yet it did not fall, because it
had its foundation on the rock.
But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is
like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams
rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great
crash.” (1)
At the end of this passage, in Matthew 7 verse 28, Matthew rounds off the Sermon
from the Mount by commenting “So when Jesus had finished these words . . .” As
it stands this is unremarkable. But then, three chapters later, we find a similar
statement: “So, when Jesus had finished teaching his twelve disciples . . . (11:1).
After the long chapter of parables, we find: “So, when Jesus had finished these
words. . .” (19:1); the same as the first one. Then finally, with a sense of arrival:
“So, when Jesus had finished all these words . . .” (26:1). Step by step Matthew
has led us up the mountain, until at last the clouds roll away and we find ourselves
standing on the dizzy summit, understanding at last who Jesus is and what he has
come to do.
The answer is found, as so often, in Matthew’s echoes of the Old Testament.
Matthew has already colored in his picture of Yeshua by drawing on the stories of
the Exodus from Egypt, now he has pictured Jesus sitting on a hill instructing his
followers – not quite like the thunder and lightning of Mount Sinai, but close
enough to make people draw the parallel between him and Moses, going up the
mountain and coming down with the Torah. But these are small-scale hints and
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nudges. What now comes into our view is a bird’s-eye view of the whole gospel,
arranged as a story containing five blocks of teaching – and, as every Jew knew,
the first five books of the Bible were known as the “five books of Moses,” the
“Pentateuch.” One of the main things Matthew wants to tell us is Jesus is like
Moses – only more so.
That, of course, is why he could teach the people on his own authority. In Jesus’
day, and ever since then, Jewish teachers have taught by starting with part of the
Torah and discussing what great teachers have made of them. Teaching becomes a
matter of laying out what other people have said, rather than any individual teacher
offering a brand new line of interpretation. But in the Sermon from the Mount
Yeshua is quite blunt: this, he says, is what I say to you. Never mind what you’ve
heard from elsewhere. Never mind the text has been read differently for over a
thousand years. This is the way we have to read it now.
Yeshua insists, in the great warning which closes the Sermon that his hearers will
be judged, not even on their direct response to God himself, but on whether they
hear these words and do them, or whether they let their ears enjoy the sound of the
words but then have them as a memory without doing anything about them. Doing
what Jesus says, or not doing it: this makes the difference between a house that
stays standing in a storm and a house that falls with a great crash.
This parable is well known, and often sung about in Sunday schools. Build your
house on the rock, says Jesus; and the rock is his own words, or rather, doing those
words instead of merely hearing them. But we often miss what his first hearers
would probably have heard behind the dramatic picture-language. Not far away
from where he sat on that hillside, just a hundred miles or so away in Jerusalem,
Herod’s men were continuing to rebuild the Temple. They spoke of it as God’s
House, and declared that it was built upon the rock, proof against wind and
weather. In the last great sermon in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus warns that the Temple
itself will come crashing down, because Israel as a whole had failed to respond to
his message. Halfway through the gospel, in another dramatic moment, he
promises that Peter’s confession of faith will form the rock on which something
very different will be built – the community that believes in him, Yeshua, as
Messiah.
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Once we see this larger picture we can see more clearly what Matthew wants us to
pick up here. This is a message for all of us: if we build our lives on Jesus’
teaching, we will be part of the “house” that lasts forever. But it began as a very
specific promise and warning to his own people in his own day. Much of Jesus’
teaching is like that. We often discover more of what it means for us by
discovering more of what it meant, very specifically, for them.
What sort of “houses” are we building today, then, in our own lives and in our
churches? Are we “doing” Yeshua’s words, or only reading them, hearing them,
and thinking how fine they are?
This is considered the third element of the invitation at the end of the Sermon
(7:13-14, 7:15-23, 7:24-27). (2) This part of Jesus’ invitation is a parable, a story
that summons us to imagine a different world and as a result imagine becoming
different people to work for a kingdom world now. (3) Jesus asks us to imagine two
kinds of builders – one wise and one foolish - as two sorts of responses to the
Sermon. Here again is an Ethic from above.

The Story
Jesus concludes the Sermon on the Mount with a down-to-earth illustration that is a
metaphor of two men’s lives. Matthew and Luke both have the parable in slightly
differing forms, but with the same main points. There is no mystery about understanding this parable. The parable compares and contrasts two men building a
house, one who built his house founded solidly on rock, the other who built on
“sand” or “soil.” He emphasizes how critical it is to have a strong foundation. The
use of a building metaphor should not surprise us; Jesus was a carpenter. (4) He
would know all about building houses, because he had built them. As he so often
did, he is taking a picture from his own experience to lead men to God. As a
builder Jesus knew the difference between a solid house and shoddy one. And he
knew about where one should build for a solid foundation.
In Matthew the point is the place where the man chose to build. Like other desert
places, Palestine had places that were dry gullies in summer that would become
raging rivers in autumn and winter. In the summer a foolish builder might find a
pleasantly sheltered hollow, where the ground was smooth and level and, without
thinking, build there. The wise builder would know better. He would know that a
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place which in summer looked seductively sheltered would in winter be flooded
with the swelling streams and so he looked for a rock which would stand above the
flood.
While versions of Matthew and Luke are slightly different the essential meaning is
the same. Each parabolic unit begins by telling his listeners exactly what sort of
person he has in mind. The language Jesus uses invites us to imagine this happening before our eyes. (5) The first person is one who both hears and practices
(does) what Jesus has said in the Sermon (7:24-25); the second is the person who
hears and does not practice the Sermon’s teachings (7:26-27). The parable warns
listeners what will happen to them in the final judgment. There is nothing new
here: the issue of hearing and not doing is embedded in Israel’s Story (cf. Ezekiel
33:30-32).

The Wise: Hearing and Doing
In the previous paragraph (7:21-23) the contrast was between “saying” and
“doing,” while the contrast here is between “hearing” and “doing.” (6 ) The first
builder is described as one who hears and does. (7) Here the contrast is between
obedient and disobedient hearers. (8) The first man is a wise, (9) or sensible man, for
he builds his house on a rock foundation. (10 Nazareth, Jesus’ home, is in the hills
but full of rock-solid material on which to build whereas in Capernaum, where
Jesus established his ministry, one is closer to the shores of the Sea of Galilee
where it is more likely you would find land of a sandier consistency. This sensible
person builds on a solid rock foundation.
The description that follows while simple is highly dramatic – “the rains fell, and
the floods came, and the winds blew and slammed against that house.” And the
result is stated in brevity and power – “yet it did not fall.” Storms are often pictures
used as imagery for the trials of life (Psalm 69:2), but in our passage the storm is
imagery for a person’s entire life in the presence of God’s final judgment (cf.
Genesis 5-7; Proverbs 10:25; Ezekiel 13:10-16).
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The Foolish: Hearing and Not Doing
The next image Yeshua draws is of a house built along a wadi that in a sudden
rainstorm can flood and destroy any houses in its path. (11) Here the second builder
builds a house very similar to the first builder: perhaps both had chimneys, several
bedrooms, shuttered windows, and freshly painted in attractive colors, and so on.
So it is with the edifices of their lives – the look the same. But one man has been
wise, and other has been a foolish, (12,) a term deep in Israel’s Wisdom tradition
[like Proverbs]. The wise man excavated down to the bedrock and grounded his
house upon it. This foolish builder built a seemingly identical building upon sand.
And when the storms came, again with the rains and winds and rising streams, it
collapsed “and great was the fall of it!” Momentarily there is the mood of pity –
“foolish man,” not “wicked man.” This man in the business of living was guilty of
folly which he would have deemed incredible in the business of shop or store. He
hears the same words but fails the doing. His deed was not premeditated; it came
from lack of premeditation. He built his house on the smooth deposit of a flood
where the sand shone firm and golden in the summer sun, and took no account of
winter’s storms. After hearing the words of Jesus, being told all about the rock and
sand, he still built his house on “the sand.” It was the easier way, the rock was
higher up and more difficult to reach than the smooth sand bottom in the valley.

Live the Story
Stott (13) notes that Jesus is not contrasting professing Christians with nonChristians who make no profession. On the contrary they both are members of the
kingdom and both hear his words. The difference between them is that the deep
foundations of their lives are hidden from view. The difference is not in the hearing
– they both hear “these words of mine” – but whether they do what they hear.
As we come to the end of this Sermon and the invitation, note the summons, or the
challenge of Jesus, is not simply to accept him or to believe in him in rational
acceptance, as if this was his fundamental mission. The fundamental aim of the
Sermon is to present his kingdom vision for his kingdom people. The only
acceptable response to this Sermon is to embrace him, to accept his challenge; that
means to do what he says. (14) Donald Carson explains:
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“The man who builds his house upon the shifting foundation is likened to
the person who hears Jesus’ words but who does not put them to practice.
The man who builds his house upon the rock is likened to the person who
not only hears Jesus’ words but also puts them into practice. The difference
between the two houses is therefore likened to the difference between
obedience and disobedience.” (15)
The Sermon is a Messianic ethic from above and beyond, and is designed for
obedience by the messianic community. (16) The aim of the Sermon was for Jesus to
tell his disciples what he expected of his own and to get them to do what he said.
(17)

“Doing” and “practicing” are more ordinary terms for the more substantial term
righteousness. And this term too is important for comprehending the Sermon:
righteousness (dikaios, dikaiosyne), a term describing behaviors that conform to
God’s will and, in particular for Jesus, behaviors that conform to the will of God as
he teaches it for the kingdom. Jesus is calling his disciples into the way of
righteousness. ((18)
If we heed Jesus’ soul-penetrating words. If we measure ourselves by his
standards, if we evaluate our ethics by his ethics, if we strain after his Sermon’s
great teaching in prayer and piety, we are building upon the rock. The rock is God,
or Christ himself in his word and his grace. A foolish person is shallow in their
thinking and lays a shallow foundation on the sand. They cannot be troubled with
thinking things through. That person is concerned with having a house (life) that
simply looks nice. It looks like his kingdom friend’s life, but it is all outward. It is
all style! Oh, that Jesus words would penetrate our hearts! It is not our cultural
distinctions that save us. It is not our heritage. It is a relationship with Jesus Christ
that is so profound and growing that it produces his character, the character of his
kingdom, in our lives. It is not just on the surface, though it can and ought to be
seen. This is radical! It is the difference between life and death.
Jesus says the storms will reveal whether we have built on the true foundation or
not. Yeshua’s primary reference here is to the final judgment. Storms in the Old
Testament and elsewhere in Jewish writings serve as a symbol for God’s judgment
(see, for example Ezekiel 13:11b). The storm can also refer to life’s difficulties.
Sometimes a gracious, dark, hurling storm hits the house on the sand, and its owner
finds out he is lacking. A warning! How tragic to find this out only in the final
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judgment for while one of these may wreck a life that is not built on the rock it
again may not. Death alone is all decisive.
Other texts are also worthy of our attention. Paul, in describing the ultimate aim of
the Scriptures, says they are revealed to transform us:
“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking,
correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be
thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17).
Paul is not thinking of the Sermon on the Mount specifically but the Scriptures of
Israel, yet what he says applies all the more to the New Testament: the aim of the
Scriptures is to transform us into people who are ready to do every good work.
James, the brother of our Lord says much the same:
“Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it
says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like
someone who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes
away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But whoever looks intently
into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues in it – not forgetting
what they have heard, but doing it – they will be blessed in what they do”
(James 1:22-25).
“You are my friends if you do the things which I command you” (John 15:14). “If
any will do his will, he shall know of the teaching whether it is of God or whether I
speak from myself” (John 7:17). So Jesus pleaded fearlessly that his teaching
should be brought to the acid test of deeds. But we are slow to obey – a slowness
of which Mark Twain spoke whimsically when he declared the parts of the Bible
which gave him trouble were not those he could not understand but rather those he
could understand. Ruskin said, “Every duty we omit obscures some truth we might
have known” (19)
We need desperately to hear what Jesus is saying. The reality we must face is:
there are many people who are very knowledgeable about the Christian faith, but
who are building on sand. There are many people who look good, talk good, and
appear wonderfully religious, but they are really building their foundation on
shifting sand. They know the truth, they know how to appear Christian – but they
are not doing what God has told them to do.
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To some degree we are like this. Each of us has areas of our life where we are not
applying God’s will. We know what God wants us to do, but we just don’t do it.
However, the true believer is working to eliminate those areas from their life. We
may know those areas that are robbing us of spiritual vitality and are weakening
our foundation. The foolish builder is unconcerned about these things.
We must learn to obey because we will need to react instinctively when the storms
rage. William Barclay tells the following story.
“Some time ago there was a report of the case of a sailor in the Royal Navy
who was very severely punished for a breach of discipline. So sever was the
punishment that in certain civilian quarters it was thought too severe. A
newspaper asked its readers to express their opinions about the severity of
the punishment.
One who answered was a man who himself had served for years in the Royal
Navy. In his view the punishment was not too severe. He held that discipline
was absolutely essential, for the purpose of discipline was to condition a
man automatically and unquestionably to obey orders, and on such
obedience a man’s life might well depend. He cited a case from his own
experience. He was in a launch which was towing a much heavier vessel in a
rough sea. The vessel was attached to the launch by a wire hawser. Suddenly
in the midst of the wind and the spray there came a single, insistent word of
command from the officer in charge of the launch. “Down!” he shouted. On
the spot the crew of the launch flung themselves down. Just at that moment
the wire towing-hawser snapped, and the broken parts of it whipped about
like a maddened steel snake. If any man had been struck by it he would have
been instantly killed. But the whole crew automatically obeyed and no one
was injured. If anyone had stopped to argue, or to ask why, he would have
been a dead man. Obedience saved lives. (20)
In Jesus’ parable Jesus is making a staggering claim. In effect he is saying that
obedience to his teaching is the only safe foundation for life. He is saying that
unless a man takes him as master, he cannot look for anything else but the ruin of
his life. Anyone else made a claim like that it would be regarded as megalomaniac
egotism. Other teachers make appeals, give imperious demand. There is no coming
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to terms with Jesus; in Christianity there is no half-way house. The only agreement
that one can make with Jesus is the agreement of complete submission.
William Barclay also relates the story of Admiral Lord Nelson who was famous for
his courtesy to defeated enemies. On one occasion a defeated captain came on to
Nelson’s quarter-deck as a prisoner. He had heard of Nelson’s courtesy and he
came forward holding out his hand almost as if he were at a reception. Nelson
spoke one sentence, “Your sword first,” he said, “and then your hand.” The first
necessity was submission. This parable teaches clearly the claim of Christ must
either be totally accepted or totally rejected. It is the claim of Jesus that to take his
way is the way to security; to refuse to take it is the way to disaster.
Doing is Not a New Law
And now at the end we once again hear the words used by Matthew to close the
Sermon: “because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of
the law” (7:29). Matthew is saying, “Here’s Jesus!” (22) The implication is “Either
do what he says, or don’t do what he says. It is your choice” (7:13-27).
If the choice to follow Jesus – “Therefore everyone who hears these words of
mine” – were like choosing lattes or chai at Starbucks – merely a matter of
personal preference, as many in our culture see it – then it wouldn’t make much
difference whether you chose Jesus or Buddha or stocks on the NASDAQ. (23)
However, if your choice determines the significance of your life now and your
destination in eternity, then the selection becomes the most important choice a
person will ever make. Whether or not this is a popular way of thinking today does
not alter the outcomes. The storms will come. The final storm - judgment - will
come. Build your life on the Rock. That means more than simply calling Jesus
“Lord,” “Lord,” or embracing some “cheap grace” that requires only a prayer to
receive Christ. Baptism, church attendance, performing noble deeds, and all the
other issues become secondary to the central one: radical discipleship in the way of
Jesus. Being a disciple of Jesus certainly involves baptism (see Matthew 28:19:20), where baptizing and obeying define discipleship) and many other commitments – especially Jesus’ instructions in this sermon. No, gliding down the
highway, building on the Rock means hearing Jesus’ words and putting them into
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practice. If you consider yourself one of his kingdom followers, Jesus calls you to
become who you are.

SUMMARY
When we begin pouring out some of the cultural waters that have diluted our
concept of what it means to follow Jesus, we find Jesus offers us something better,
something timeless, and a way of living that is outside of any cultural label we
want to put on it. For those of us tired of religious categories, tired of left vs. right
divide, and tired of a hollow religion that offers little peace and even less meaning,
we find Jesus offers us a third way – a way that’s available to us regardless of the
cultural waters we may find ourselves in.
This alternative way of living Jesus called the kingdom. From the first pages of the
New Testament throughout the entire teachings of Jesus, we find teaching people
how to live in the kingdom was a central theme. When John the Baptist announced
the Messiah was about to be revealed, he went around telling people the “kingdom
of God” was about to arrive so prepare to start living differently. Jesus continued
this message as he was first introduced to the public, telling people to stop living
according to their cultural and religious conservatism, Jesus offered a radical third
way – he invited people to enter into and start living in his kingdom. This kingdom
living was something that secular culture wasn’t interested in, and something that
offended the religious conservatism – but to those thirsty for a radical new way of
living that brought peace and meaning to life; it became something too good to
walk away from.
McKnight (21) reminds us: “The Sermon is not the Torah on steroids.” We began at
the start of the Sermon with Jesus ascending, like Moses, climbing the mount in
order to speak to God’s people about how God wants his people to live. Thus it
begins on a new Moses or messianic theme. If we fail to read the Sermon aright we
come away thinking of it as law. It is law – of the one who deigns to reveal the
eschatological Torah for the Kingdom people.
This new cultural framework – the kingdom – is so radical, so upside-down and
backward to anything else we’ve ever experienced, that it can be challenging to
embrace it. Those content to live in a culture devoid of God reject it as outright
foolishness. Those who have embraced a Christian religion that is married to
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American culture find it equally bizarre and will find ways to explain it away in
order to assuage their own conscience, allowing them to think they’re following
Jesus while also retaining anti-kingdom values such as the pursuit of power,
hoarding wealth and the use of violence. The people who sign on to this new way
of living are often the people we’d least expect. During the ministry of Jesus, he
warned the religious conservatives, telling them, “The tax collectors and
prostitutes are entering the kingdom ahead of you!”
What we have failed to fully realize is it is entirely possible to be a “Christian” but
not enter this new way of living Jesus calls the kingdom. This is precisely what
was happening during the time of Jesus – the religious were content with their
religious culture, and when he invited them into a radical new way of living, they
opted to reject life in the kingdom in favor of rigorous religion. Entering the
kingdom means first we have to leave an old one, however good and comfortable
that previous kingdom may seem.
Life in the kingdom culture means letting go of many things that are hard to let go
of, but as we do, we find a peace and new life. The radical message of Jesus is we
need not be absorbed into whatever cultural framework we find ourselves in.
Instead, we are invited to begin living as immigrants who reside in a foreign land
but who retain the value system of our home culture as we live out our lives. The
down side is we will be in a constant state of mourning as we experience daily
reminders we’re outsiders. Yet, as we embrace our home culture, we find meaning
and identity that simply doesn’t exist in this strange place we live. And so, Jesus
invites us to choose where we want to place our undiluted loyalty – culture or
kingdom?
Do we place our undiluted loyalty in our country, our tradition, our religion, or do
we funnel our loyalty into new life in the kingdom?
We can only choose one - because no one can serve two masters. The beauty of
this choice is when we declare ourselves “all in” for this new thing Jesus is doing,
we find ourselves wrapped up in a story that is bigger than we ever dreamed.
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“Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the
works I have been doing, and they will do even greater
things than these, because I am going to the Father.
John 14:11-12 (Updated NIV)
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3. John Piper, August, 2014, “The Supremacy of Christ.”
4. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (HarperCollins, 1952).
5. Matthew’s theme of judgment first makes its appearance in the Sermon on
the Mount, then threads its way the rest of the narrative although tempered
by God’s mercy and generosity.
6. See N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope HarperOne, 2008 (New York, NY).
Heaven is God’s dimension of the created order (Genesis 1:1: Psalm 115:16,
Matthew 6:9), whereas “earth” is the world of space, time and matter that we
know. “Heaven” thus sometimes stands, reverentially, for “God” (as in
Matthew’s regular “kingdom of heaven). Normally hidden from human
sight, heaven is occasionally revealed or unveiled so that people can see
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God’s dimension of ordinary life (e.g. 2 Kings 6:17; Revelation 1, 4-5).
Heaven in the New Testament is thus not usually seen as the place where
God’s people go after death; at the end, the New Jerusalem descends from
heaven to earth, joining the two dimensions for ever. “Entering the kingdom
of heaven” does not mean “going to heaven after death”, but belonging in
the present to the people who steer their earthly course by the standards and
purposes of heaven (cf. the Lord’s Prayer: “on earth as in heaven”, Matthew
6:10), and who are assured of membership in the age to come.
7. See N.T. Wright How God Became King (HarperCollins: NY:NY), 2011 and
Scot McKnight King Jesus Gospel (Zondervan Pub.: Grand Rapids,
Michigan), 2011.
8. Joseph Klausner Jesus of Nazareth (New York & London: Macmillan),
1925.
9. Dialogue with Trypho, along with the First and Second Apologies, is a
second-century Christian apologetic, documenting the attempts by
theologian Justin Martyr to show that Christianity is the new law for all men,
and to prove from Scripture that Jesus is the Jewish Messiah. See Reading
the Old Testament with the Ancient Church: Exploring the Formation of
Early Christian Thought; by Ronald E. Heine (Sept. 1, 2007), pages 48-52.
10. Randy Harris Living Jesus (Leafwood Pub.: Abilene, Texas), 2012. See also
Peter Kreeft, Back to Virtue (Ignatius Press: San Francisco, 1992), pp. 81ff.
The surviving version of Hebrew Matthew is not an exact duplicate of the
original gospel written in the First Century. It has gone through a long and
complicated process of transmission just as the Greek version has. The
profound importance of Hebrew Matthew is that it serves as a witness to the
original Hebrew gospel and preserves much of the flavor and character of
the Hebrew message preached by Jesus of Nazareth some two thousand year
ago.
Hebrew Matthew has survived in twenty-eight manuscripts copied by Jewish
scribes in the Middle Ages (while in European history, the “Middle Ages”
ended in the 14th century with the Renaissance the Jewish Middle Ages
continue up until the Emancipation at the end of the 18th century). One of the
most important of these manuscripts is preserved in the British Library
manuscript and designated “Add. 26964”.
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11. The Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius Pamphilus, translated by C.F. Cruse,
Grand Rapids, 1971, p. 127.
12. Jerome: Letters and Select Works (A Select Library of the Nicene and PostNicene Fathers of the Christian Church: Second Series), Volume 6, p. 495.
13.G. Howard. The Gospel of Matthew According to a Primitive Hebrew
Text, Macon, Georgia, 1987.
14. In scholarly jargon, word puns are referred to as “paronomasia.”
15. For a survey of the evidence see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Language of
Palestine in the First Century A.D.,” in Joseph A. Fitzmeyer, A Wandering
Aramean: Collected Aramaic Essays (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press,
1979, 29-56.
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The Aramaic Version of the Bible: Contents and Context [Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 1983], 11). The lack of such a practice being referred to in this text
would suggest that either this custom was so taken for granted that
elaboration was not required or that in certain synagogues of this period such
an Aramaic rendering was not yet considered essential.
17. Fitzmyer, “Languages of Palestine,” 38.
18. For a discussion of the probability that Jesus spoke Greek – but with a
necessary cautionary note – see Fitzmyer, “The Languages of Palestine,” 3738. On the possible impact of Greek thought, culture, and language not so
much on Palestine in general, but on Galilee in particular, see Bernard J.
Lee, The Galilean Jewishness of Jesus: Retrieving the Jewish Origins of
Christianity (New York: A Stimulus Book/Paulist Press, 1988), 58- 66. On
the everyday impact of Galilean Gentile society on Jewry, see also Sean
Freyne, Galilee, Jesus and the Gospels: Literary Approaches and Historical
Investigations) Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 167-75.
19. Black, 47, and Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Study of the Aramaic Background
of the New Testament” in Joseph A. Fitzmyer, A Wandering Aramean:
Collected Essays. (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1979), 7. On the use of
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Aramaic among the Jews of Palestine also see Martin McNamara, Targum
and Testament: Aramaic Paraphrases of the Hebrew Bible – A Light on the
New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 54-62.
20. On the theme of reverting to one’s preferred language when under stress,
see Wilcox, 364.
21. On the scenario of Jesus giving certain of his teachings in Greek and others
in Aramaic, see John Drane, Son of Man: A New Life of Christ (Grand
Rapids, Eerdmans, 1993), 120.
22. George Howard Bas Library, Winter, 1986.
23. Messianic Vision, www. Sidroth.org, 2010.
24. Daniel J. Harrington, “The Jewishness of Jesus: Facing Some Problems,” in
Jesus’ Jewishness: Exploring the Place of Jesus Within Early Judaism, ed.
James H. Charlesworth (New York: American Interfaith Institute, 1991),
129.
25. This “Jewish Roots” infusion is a recent phenomenon. It began as a
seedling after World War II and has blossomed since that time. Some the
historical detail behind this infusion is to be include: the discovery of the
Dead Sea Scrolls, Jewish scholars who became interested in the teachings of
Jesus from a Jewish perspective (particularly David Flusser and Shmuel
Safrai), the rise of the Messianic Jewish movement, the availability of
Jewish sources (like the Talmud) to Christians, the formation of the modern
State of Israel, and a decline in Christian anti-Semitism. These trickling
streams have melded into a notable river.
26. For these facts and many more see David Bivin and Roy Blizzard, Jr.
Understanding the Difficult Words of Jesus: New Insights from a Hebraic
Perspective, revised edition, Destiny Image Pub., Shippenburg, PA,
1994.See also David Flusser and Shmuel Safrai.
27.Edward J. Vasicek The Midrash Key, 2010 states this key affects our
interpretation of the four gospels and passages throughout the New
Testament.

CHAPTER 2
1. Bet Hillel: “The House of Hillel,” one of the two divisions of the Pharisees.
In Jesus day, a minority of the rabbis identified with Bet Hillel. Hillel
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ministered between 30 B.C. up until his death in 10 A.D. Hillel promoted a
humanitarian interpretation of the Torah and held that gentiles could be
saved without becoming full converts to Judaism. After Jerusalem was
destroyed (70 A.D.) “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and
gave him the name that is above every name” (Philippians 2:9).
2. We may ask why we use the name Yeshua in our study. Since the name
“Jesus” occurs in our English equivalent (transliteration) of the Greek name
Iesous, pronounced as “eeaysoos,” which is a transliteration of the Hebrew
name pronounced Yeshua. The name Yeshua itself is a variant of “Joshua” –
in Hebrew Yehoshua. The well-known Israelite Joshua son of Nun was also
known as Yeshua son of Nun (Nehemiah 8:17). The early Second Temple
period Yehosua (son of Jehozadak) was also sometimes called Yeshua
(Haggai 1:1; Ezra 3:2).
Most Hebrew names are made up of a number of smaller words which
together form a short Hebrew sentence. The name Yeshua is formed from
the two Hebrew words “Yehovah” (or Yahwek) and yoshia which together
mean “Yehovah saves.” Two manuscripts of Hebrew Matthew preserve
Yeshua’s Hebrew name as Yehoshua. In the First Century, Yeshua is a
Jewish name and as a result it appears on numerous ossuaries, sometimes
written as Yeshu
Some believers object entirely to saying “Jesus” because they believe the
Greek name “Iesous” sounds too much like the Greek god Zeus and is,
therefore pagan in origin. They say that those who speak the English name
of Jesus or the Greek Iesous are calling on a pagan god. The reality is that
pronunciation of Yeshua has no exact equivalent in Greek. The Greek
alphabet has no “y” or “sh” sound, so in Greek writing, the “Ye” in Yeshua
became an “eeay” sound, and the “sh” became an “s” sound. Also, Greek did
not allow a male name to end in “ah” sound, so the solution was to add an
“s” to the end as many Greek male names have today. Thus, Yeshua in
Hebrew became Iesous in Greek. This Greek spelling is the standard
substitute for both Yehoshua and Yeshua in the Septuagint (Greek
translation of the Hebrew Bible) and in the writings of first-century
Romanano-Jewish scholar Josephus and the Hellenistic Jewish philosopher
of Alexandria.
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The proper Hebrew name for Jesus is Yeshua, which means salvation. This
is shortened form of the Hebrew name Yehoshua, which is Joshua in
English and means the Lord saves, the Lord is salvation, or the Lord will
save.
3. If the Mishna is relevant to the first century Jewish practice, which is likely
in this case, then religious instruction would have become more intense for
Jesus upon reaching twelve years of age (m. Niddah 5:6; m. Megilla 4:6; m.
Abot 5:12). The custom of Bar Mitzvah for a thirteen year old was not in
place at this time (Fitzmyer, 191: 440.)
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20 BCE through 10 CE (see Brad Young, Meet the Rabbis, p. 40.) Thus, if
Jesus was born in 4 BCE, as generally believed, Hillel could have been
teaching Torah in the Temple courts when the twelve-year-old Jesus joined
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5. The Quran describes Jesus as a miracle working boy who was able to create
birds from clay and raise the dead to life. (Qur’an, Surah 005. 110) Their
information seems to come from a single pseudepigraphical gospel called
the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. There are many reasons to reject this
portrayal of Jesus’ childhood. It was written well after the canonical gospels
(150-185 AD), and the author seems unfamiliar with Jewish life and customs
of the 1st century. The author is dependent upon Luke for his information so
written after his text, Church Fathers were aware of this late gospel and
identified it as errant. An even better to reject these claims is they are in
clear contradiction to the clear teaching of the reliable accounts from Luke
and John.
6. Deuteronomy 29:29 (NASB) makes this clear: “The secret things belong to
the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons
forever, that we may observe all the words of this law.”
7. David Bivin, in New Light on the Difficult Words of Jesus writes, “Not only
does the number of first-century Galilean rabbis exceed the number of
Judean rabbis, but the moral and ethical quality of their teaching is still
considered more highly than that of their Judean counterparts … the
Galileans could be seen as the religious conservatives of the period …” (pp.
3-4).
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8. 2 John 1:7-10 (NASB) provides an example of screening in the early church:
“For many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not
acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is the deceiver and the
antichrist. Watch yourselves that you do not lose what we have
accomplished, but that you may receive a full reward. Anyone who goes too
far and does not abide in the teaching of Christ, does not have God: the one
who abides in the teaching, he has both the Father and the Son. If anyone
comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not receive him into your
house, and do not give him a greeting …”
9. The modern rabbi is part of the professional, salaried clergy caste, usually
associated with the ministry of a specific synagogue. This was not the
situation in the days of Jesus or in the centuries immediately afterward.
10.Emil Schurer, A History of the Jewish People in the Time of Christ, p. 115.
11.Brad Young, Meet the Rabbis, p. 232.
12. Alexander Hislop attributes this to the paganization of Christianity as it
embraced and included deities from other religions: “In a land of dark-eyed
beauties, with raven locks, the Madonna was always represented with blue
eyes and golden hair, a complexion entirely different from the Jewish
complexion, which naturally would have been supposed to belong to the
mother of our Lord, but which precisely agreed with that which antiquity
attributes to the goddess queen of Babylon. . .” The Two Babylons, p. 85.
Although Hislop’s work is speculative and he sometimes presents theories as
fact, he does argue the case that pagan elements found their way into the
Christian church – even if some of his arguments are questionable.
13. Jesus was willing to use Scriptures to vindicate his positions. The narratives
of the days of wilderness temptation and the discussion of divorce in
Matthew 19 exhibit his clear willingness to do battle on this ground. In
contrast with his willingness in certain contexts to pivot his arguments on
Scripture he uses his own authority versus that of others. His arguments are
not against the Old Testament itself, but the interpretation of it.
14. On the matter of rabbinic deduction versus Jesus’ presenting his
interpretation as standing on its own inherent authority, see Richard E.
Menninger, Israel and the Church in the Gospel of Matthew (New York.
York:Peter Lang, 1994), p. 131, 73.

392

15. Pinchas Lapide, The Sermon on the Mount: Utooia or Program for Action
Translated from the German by Arlene Swidler. (Maryknoll, N.Y. Orbis
Books, 1986.
16. N. Thomas Wright, “Jesus and the identity of God,” Ex Auditu 14 (1998),
42-56.
17.Jeremiah 31:35-37 (KJV) could not be worded more dogmatically: “Thus
said the Lord, which giveth the sun for a light by day, and the ordinances of
the moon and of the stars for a light by night, which divideth the sea when
the waves thereof roar; The Lord of hosts is his name. If those ordinances
depart from before me, said the Lord, then the seed of Israel also shall cease
from being a nation before me forever. Thus said the Lord, then the seed of
Israel also shall cease from being a nation before me forever. Thus saith the
Lord; If heaven above can be measured, and the foundations of the earth
searched out beneath, I will also cast off the seed of Israel for all that they
have done, said the Lord.”
18. John Stott, Message, 212-22.
19. R. Bauckham, Jesus: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford/New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 93-94.
20. Gary Wills, What Jesus Meant (New York: Viking), 2006, p. xviii. John
7:1, poorly translated in the King James Version, may reflect anti-Semitism
of the translators or may have merely been a poor translation that
nonetheless propagated the belief that Jesus had forsaken Judaism. It reads,
“After these things Jesus walked in Galilee: for he would not walk in Jewry,
because the Jews sought to kill him.”
21. See Ann Spangler and Lois Tverbrg, Sitting at the Feet of Rabbi Jesus, pp.
167-170 for a discussion about “building fences around the Torah.”
22. The way to read the Bible from is front to end as the gospel Story. The
question is what does this passage say in light of the Story of the Bible and
how do I live faithfully? If Jesus is the goal of that Story from Genesis 1 to
Revelation 22, then reading the “Old Testament” without reference to Jesus
will be a misreading. This means learning to read the Bible the way Jews,
Jesus and the apostles did. For Jewish texts, see Garland, Reading Matthew,
61. The least-exploited source for evaluating how the early Christians
understood Scripture is Jewish evidence. For a place to begin, EDEJ, 104142 (Pentateuch) and 1316-17 (Torah) another sketch is “Scripture in

393

Classical Judaism,” in EJ, 3:1302-9. One book of colossal importance here
is C.H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures: The Sub-Structure of New
Testament Theology (Welwyn, Herfordshire: James Nisbet, 1961).
23. The “jot” that Jesus was referring to was the Hebew letter yod. It is the
smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet, just half a line long. The yod is often
written with a small line at the top – like a little capital “L” rotated 180
degrees. What we translate “tittle” or “stroke of a pen” is just the small curve
at the top of the letter the slight embellishment on the yod. It was called “the
thorn of the yod. So what Jesus was saying was, “Not the smallest letter or
even a decoration on the smallest letter will disappear.” This is actually a
well known Hebrew expression, “lo yod v’lo kotso shel yod”. It means “not
a yod or a thorn of a yod," o” “not the most insignificant or unimportant
thing.”
24. Torah, Jewish law – ‘Torah’ narrowly conceived, consists of the first five
books of the Old Testament, the “five books of Moses” or ‘Pentateuch’.
(These contain much law, but also much narrative.) it can also be used for
the whole Old Testament scriptures, though strictly these are the “law,
prophets and writings
25. Bivin, David, New Light on the Difficult Words of Jesus, pp. 121-14.
Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Pub. 1995, p. xxiv.
26. William L. Lane, The Gospel According to Mark: The English Text with an
Introductin, Exposition, and Notes (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), p.
43.
27. Hyan Maccoby, Judaism on Trial (Rutherford, Madison, Teaneck, NJ:
Farleigh Dickson University Press, 1982), p. 120.
28. Eugene Patterson, The Jesus Way: A Conversation on the Ways that Jesus is
the Way (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007, p. 240.
29. Luke Timothy Johnson, Living Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel.
(San Francisco: Harper, 1999), p. 150.
30. Johnson, p. 5, 195.
CHAPER 3
1. Recent studies of the ethics of Jesus include a revision of Moral Teaching of
the New Testament (trans. J. Holland Smith and W.J. O’Hara; New York:
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2.

3.

4.
5.

6.
7.

Seabury, 1965); E. Lohse, Theological Ethics of the New Testament (trans.
M.E. Boring; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991); W. Schrage, The Ethics of the
New Testament (trans. D.E. Green; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988); see also
A.N. Wilder, Eschatology and Ethics in the Teaching of Jesus (rev. ed., New
York: Harper and Bros., 1950). Valuable studies of New Testament ethics in
general, but which lack separate sections on the ethics of Jesus, include R.B.
Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament Community; Cross, New
Creation: A Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (New
York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996); R. N. Longenecker, ed., Patterns of
Discipleship in the New Testament (MNTS), Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1996. See also W.A. Meeks, The Origins of Christianity Morality: The First
Two Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993); A.E. Harvey,
Strenuous Commands: The Ethic of Jesus (Philadelphia: Trinity Press
International, 1990).
See H. Conzelmann, Jesus (trans. J.R. Lord, intro. J. Reumann; Philadelphia
Fortress, 1973) 60-61; N. Perrin, Rediscovering the Teachings of Jesus (New
York: Harper & Row, 1967), 1990).
Good studies can be found in E.P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief 63
BCE-66 CE (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992) 190-240, with
241-78; T.W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus: Studies of the Form and
Content (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1939) 288-95; idem,
Ethics and the Gospel (London: SCM, 1960).
See J. Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth: His Life, Times and Teaching (trans. H.
Danby; New York: Macmillan, 1926) 384-89.
See J. Jeremias, The Sermon on the Mount (trans. N. Perrin, FBBS 2;
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1963) 4-6. Scholars have tended to see an
improvement by Jesus in one of three areas: (1) his method of declaring
ethics, (2) his concentration on the internal over against the externality of
Judaism, (3) his reduction of the will of God to love of God and others.
Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 234.
For surveys, see especially the following: R.H. Hiers, Jesus and Ethics:
Four interpretations (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968; See also a shorter
treatments of J.T. Sanders, Ethics in the New Testament:Change and
Development (rev.ed., London: SCM, 1986) 1-29; Goppelt, Theology of the
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New Testament (2 vols.; trans. J.E. Alsup; ed. J. Rodoff; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1981) 1:115-19.
8. The Jesus Way: A Conversation on the Ways that Jesus is the Way (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), p. 240.
9. I. Howard Marshall, Jesus the Savior (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 1990) 218.
10. R. Otto, The Kingdom of God and the Son of Man (Longdon: Lutterworth,
1938), reprinted in Chilton, ed., Kingdom, 31.
11.George Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, (Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub.:
Grand Rapids, MI) p. 57.
12. David Wenham, The Parables of Jesus. (Intervarsity Press: Downers Grove,
IL.) p. 20.
13.N.T. Wright, After You Believe. (HarperCollins Pub: N.Y., 2010).
14.George Ladd A Theology of the New Testament (Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub.:
Grand Rapids, MI, 1993), p. 111.
15.T Chilton observes: “Especially in the Targum of Isaiah, the language of the
kingdom is employed to render passages that in the Hebrew original speak
of God intervening actively on behalf of his people. The emphasis is in the
dynamic, personal presence of God – not on the nature of God in itself, but
on his saving, normally future activity.” [Pure Kingdom: Jesus’ Vision of
God. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1996, pp. 11ff, Chilton and Craig
Evans, Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of the State of Current
Research. Leiden, Neth.: E.J. Grill, 1994, p. 268).
16.Inaugurated eschatology is a term used to describe the belief that the end
times (latter days) were inaugurated at the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus. The kingdom of God has been ushered in, though it is not yet
consummated. It states that Jesus bringing of the kingdom of God has both a
present and future aspects. The church has access to the kingdom promises
right now. Thus the kingdom of God is understood as both “already”
(inaugurated) and “not yet” (not consummated). This is pretty much the
standard view on the kingdom of God within New Testament scholarship
(George Eldon Ladd, N.T. Wright, Gordon D. Fee, G. K. Beale). Luke
Garaty states that inaugurated eschatology is the best approach to
understanding the kingdom of God. He presents eight different supporting
reasons to view the kingdom of God through this lens.
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17.N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press), Vol. 2, 1996.
18.Wright, After You Believe, 2010.
19.Wenham, The Parables of Jesus, p. 23.
20.J Robert Stein, The Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, (Baker
Books: Grand Rapids, MI), p.453. N.T. Wright, The New Testament of God,
p. 375, discusses that by the time of Paul (Acts 28:3f) it looks like for Luke,
Christianity has taken on the traditional role of Judaism: it is the divine
answer to paganism. Here at last is a Jew living in Rome itself (i.e. not just
hiding in the hills of Galilee), and declaring that, in and through Jesus,
Israel’s god is the sole king of the world. This is Luke’s full answer to the
question the disciples asked of Jesus in Acts 1:6. Israel’s god has restored
his kingdom to his people.
21.Jesus and the Victory of God, 151 (Italics added). It might be asked why, if
it was so important to Jesus, he did not use “exile” terms. I would contend
that he did. Kingdom language is “end of exile” language; “end of exile” is
the negative to the positive “kingdom.”
22. Ladd, p. 58.
23.The kingdom is best understood as the kingship, and saving rule, of Israel’s
God, Yahweh, as celebrated in several Psalms (e.g. 99:1) and prophecies
(e.g. Daniel 6:26f.). Because YHWH was the creator God, when he finally
became king in the way he intended this would involve setting the world to
rights, and particularly rescuing Israel from its enemies. “Kingdom of God”
and various equivalents (e.g. “No king but God!”) became revolutionary
slogans around the time of Jesus. Jesus’ own announcement of God’s
kingdom redefined these expectations around his own very different plan
and vocation. His invitation to people to “enter” the kingdom was a way of
summoning them to allegiance to himself and his program, seen as the start
of God’s long-awaited saving reign. For Jesus, the kingdom was coming not
in a single move, but in stages, of which his own public career was one, his
death and resurrection another, and a still future consummation another.
Note that “kingdom of heaven’ does not refer to a place (“heaven”), but to
the fact of God’s becoming king in and through Jesus and his achievement.
Paul speaks of Jesus as Messiah, already in possession of his kingdom,
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waiting to hand it over finally to the father (I Corinthians 15:23; cf.
Ephesians 5:5).

CHAPTER 4
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Leviticus 26-27; Deuteronomy 28; Psalm 1;
Isaiah 61.
2. Based on the Latin, Rabbi Lapide, however concludes that “happy” comes
close to original sense. Pinchas Lapide, Sermon on the Mount: Utopia or
Programme for action. (Maryknoll, NY, 1986).
The revered Christian writer, C.S. Lewis, invented a word to describe what
he called a criminal act, namely “the killing of word meaning.” Lewis called
it “verbicide,” an expression not yet found in the best dictionaries!
i. Stassen, Living the Sermon, 41-62. Stassen makes the following
alignments with Isaiah 61: Matt. 5:3 (Isa. 61:1); 5:4 (61:2); 5:5
(61:1-7); 5:6 (61:3, 8, 11); 5:8 (61:1; 5:10 (6:1); 5:10 (61:1);
5:11-12 (61:10-11).
3. D. C. Allison, Jr., The Sermon on the Mount: Inspiring the Moral
Imagination (Companions to the New Testament: New York:
Crossroad/Harder & Herder, 1999), 42.
4. John R. W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Downers
Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 1979), p. 33.
5. Peter Kreeft, Back to Virtue (Ignatius Press: San Francisco, 1992).
6. Ulrich Luz, The Theology of the Gospel of Matthew (Cambridge University
Press, 2002) p. 46.
CHAPTER 5
1. Randy Harris, p. 28Jordan (1974, pp. 24-25)
a. The Sermons of John Wesley, Sermon 21: Upon our Lord’s Sermon
on the Mount: Discourse One.
2. Wayne Dyer, Your Erroneous Zones (HarperCollins: New York), p. 68.
3. Arthur Brooks, New York Times, “Love People, Not Pleasure”. July 20,
2014.
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4. David F. Wells, No Place for Truth or Whatever Happened to
Evangelical Theology? Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993), p. 183.
5. Chesterton is an English author and apologist. He is famous for The
Everlasting Man contributed to C.S. Lewis conversion to Christianity.
6. Clarence Jordan was a brilliant New Testament scholar best known for
The Cotton Patch Translation of the New Testament, in which Galilee
becomes his native South Georgia, Jerusalem becomes Atlanta, and the
language is home-spun. He was deeply concerned about the state of
economic conditions for poor farmers in South Georgia. He was also
deeply concerned about the state of racial prejudice, segregation, and
discrimination there. His undergraduate degree was in agriculture, and he
believed he could make a difference teaching poor white and black
farmers how to make a significantly better living. So he became an
agricultural missionary. He began a cooperative farm near Americus and
Plains, Georgia, and enlisted whites and blacks to share in experimenting
with crops and farming methods, developing a successful pecan-growing
business. His work spawned Habitat for Humanity which cooperatively
builds homes and home ownership for poor families worldwide.
7. Jordan, (1974), p. 23.
8. Jordan, (1974).
9. William Barclay, A New Testament Wordbook (New York: Harper &
Brothers, a.d.), p. 103.
10. M. R. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament (Gainesville, Fla.”
Associated Publishers and Authors, 1972), p. 30.
11. Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (IVP: vol. 1, 1959, vol.
II, 1960. References are to the combined edition, 1977).
12. Scot McKnight, The Story of God Bible Commentary: Sermon on the
Mount. Tremper Longman & Scot McKnight, general editors.
(Zondervan: Grand Rapids, MI., 2013), p. 14). Paul shifted the focus of
the term toward “declared righteous [justified].
13. Instances in Matthew that almost certainly cannot mean “declared
righteous” are 5:10, 20, 45; 6:1; 10:41; 13:17, 43, 49; 21:32; 23:28, 29,
35, 25:37, 46; 27:19).
14. Scot McKnight, p. 14.
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15. For a more thorough discussion of righteousness see N.T. Wright in New
Dictionary of Theology. David R. Wright, Sinclair B. Ferguson, J.I
Packer (eds), 590-592.
16. Robert Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount (Waco, Tex: Word, 1982),
pp. 88-89.
17. Haddon Robinson, Biblical Preaching (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1880),
p. 150. See Carson, p. 134.
18. Reprinted in Chicago Sun Times, February 17, 1982.
19. An alien element may defile, and therefore contact with all things
foreign is dangerous, especially idolatry (Ezek. 23:17). In context of the
prophetic message, this religious defilement took on a strongly ethical
meaning (Isaiah 6:5).
20. In NT times Pharisaism stressed strict ritual purity in obedience to God’s
revealed will; but Jesus gave overriding authority to the moral claims of
the Law (Mark 7:1-23; see Branscomb, Jesus and the Law of Moses, pp.
156-82). This teaching was rediscovered in the early church (Acts 10f,
Rom. 14:14), and, against a gentle background, defilement took on a
thoroughly ethical sense (e.g. Heb. 12:15; 2 Pet. 2:20); though the tender
conscience might still be defiled by contact with pagan ritual, affecting
both flesh and spirit (1 Cor. 8:7, 2 Cor. 7:1).
21. W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Gospel According to Matthew. Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1988), p. 456.
22.William Barclay, A New Testament Wordbook (New York:Harper, n.d.),
p. 69.
23. Jordan, 1974, p. 33.
24. Will and Ariel Durant, The Lessons of History (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1968), p. 81.
25. J. Denny Weaver, Becoming Anabaptist (2nd ed.; Scottdale, PA: Herald,
2005); W.R. Estep, The Anabaptist Story (3rd ed., Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1996). See also Civil Government by David Lipscomb,
perhaps the most influential man in the in the Churches of Christ (who
share much similarity to the Anabaptists) that were in the Deep South. He
took the view that is not only wrong to go to war but any participation by
the Christian in secular government is wrong. In modern times his views,
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including pacificism, have been overwhelmed by the teachings of Foy
Wallace, Jr.
Issues arise because some Christians have taken these words so seriously.
Two views deserve to be mentioned. First, does this beatitude teach
pacifism or at least nonviolent resistance? This view has been attached to
the Anabaptist tradition [this position was strongly held by David
Lipscomb as well]and is sometimes accused of being utopian or
unrealistic, but this is precisely the point: pacifism was the way of the
earliest Christians – and participation in war was clearly frowned on by
nearly all early Christians – because it was the way of Jesus, and the way
of Jesus is not, “Does it work in the world?” but “What does it mean to
follow Jesus in this concrete situation?”
A Second reading of these words of Jesus is that his words are about
interpersonal relations and not international bodies; in other words,
Christians shouldn’t use violence in their personal life but they can
participate in international/military violence (just war). This is the view of
Augustine, Luther, and Calvin. To this one can respond pointedly that
what applies to each of us as a follower of Jesus must also apply to
anything in which we participate if we are consistently following Jesus.
Privatizing one’s kingdom ethics is not the way of Jesus.
26.The best book I’ve read from the pacifist side is R.J. Sider, Christ and
Violence (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1979); the classic is J.H. Yoder, The
Politics of Jesus (2nd. ed..: Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994). But one
should neglect, A Trocme, Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution (trans.
M.H. Shank and M.E. Miller; Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1973. Options are
discussed in R.G. Clouse et al., War: Four Christian Views (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1991); and in A.F. Holmes, War and
Christian Ethics (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005).
27.D. Hagner, Matthew 1-13 (Dallas: Word, 1993), p. 94.
28. David Turner, Matthew (Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New
Testament) (Baker Academic Pub: Grand Rapids: MI, 2008), p. 152-53.
Glen Stassen, “The Christian Origin of Human Rights.” In Stasssen, Just
Peacemaking: Transforming Initiatives for Justice and Peace.
(Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992),
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29. William Blake, “The Auguries of Innocence” (lines 59-62). The
Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, revised edition, ed. David
V. Erdman (Berkeley, Calif.; University of California Press, 1982), p.
491).On reward in Matthew, see 5:46, 6:1, 2, 5, 16; 10:41-42; 20:1; 1-16;
35:31.
30. McKnight, 2013, p.49.
31. McKnight, 2013, Recent scholarship has shown that Judaism shifted
from conceptualizing sin as a burden to sin as indebtedness, which led in
the centuries around Jesus to seeing good works in terms of credit. One
should be wary, in other words, of inferring a works-based righteousness
in Judaism on the basis of this shift from burden to debt. See G. A.
Anderson, Sin: A History (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009).
32. Joseph Bayly, The Gospel Blimp (Richardson, Tex: Windward Press,
1969), p. 75.
33. R. Kent Hughes, The Sermon on the Mount (Crossway Pub: Wheaton,
ILL, 2001), p. 71-72.
34. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Macmillan,
1969), pp. 100, 101.
35. Glen Stassen, “Healing the Rift Between the Sermon on the Mount and
Christian Ethics,” Studies in Christian Ethics. Dec. 2005, pp. 267-308.
36. N.T. Wright, After You Believe (HarperCollins: New York, 2010), p.
168.
CHAPTER 6
1. Listen to the rest of the Story: Genesis 1:26; Exodus 19:4-6; Psalm 8;
Isaiah 5:14; 60:3; Matthew 19:28; Romans 5:12-21 (esp. v. 17); 2
Timothy 2:8-13; 1 Peter 2:1; Revelation 1:5-6; 5:9-10; 20: 4-6.
2. W. D. Davies and D.C. Allison Jr., A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Gospel according to Saint Matthew (ICC; 3 vols.;
Edinburgh: T& T Clark, 1988), 1:471.
3. McKnight, p. 56. We might need to remember that there were two
missions among the earliest followers of Jesus: one to Jews and one to
Gentiles (see Acts 15:27-29; Galatians 2:1-10).
4. William Barclay, p. 116.
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5. McKnight, p. 58.
6. The Essenes considered atonement and salvation to be independent of the
Jewish Temple and priesthood, by some interpretations. See D.A. Carson
(ed.), Justification and Variegated Nomism, volume 1, pp. 382-414, esp.
p. 401. Contrasting Jesus to the Essenses Anne Punton comments, “The
Essenes held aloof from Temple life, Jesus did not, “The World Jesus
Knew, p.148. J. Dwight Pentecost tells us that, “They did not go to the
Temple but sent their tribute,” The Words and Works of Jesus Christ, p.
542. Not everyone, however, accepts this viewpoint. Falk argues that the
Essenes were directly connected to Bet Hillel and that many functioning
priests were Essenes. See Harvey Falk, Jesus the Pharisee, pp. 39-62.
7. Other Jews belonged to the terrorist group we refer to as “The Zealots”
[Simon the Zealot, one of Jesus’ disciples, had this background. Dwight
Pentecost The Words and Works of Jesus Christ, p. 542) comments, “The
Zealots … insisted on war against Rome.” He then points out that they
agitated the rebellion that resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem in 70
A.D. while yet others – designated as “Herodians” – had adopted Greek
culture and sometimes gentile values. Grecian Jews filled the
Mediterranean world; while many Grecian Jews were devout, others
made significant compromises with the cultures of their new homelands,
H.W. Hoehner’s article in The New International Standard Bible
Encyclopedia, Volume 2, p. 698, does a fine job of postulating the nature
of the Herodians.
8. Isaiah 2:2-3; Ezekiel 5:5. That Jerusalem is in mind is a common
observation See, e.g., Garland, Reading Matthew, 59.
9. Mishna, Sukkah 5:2, 3, The Mishna, Herbert Danby, trans. (Oxford :
Oxford, 1974).
10. Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel rev. ed. (Sisters, Oregon:
Multnomah, 2000), 167.

CHAPTER 7
1. McKnight, p. 66. For a good introduction to the issue of reading the Bible is
Edward Klink III and Darlan R. Lockett, Understanding Biblical Theology
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012). For Jewish texts, see Garland, Reading
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Matthew, 61. The least-exploited source for evaluating how the early
Christians understood Scripture is Jewish evidence. For a place to begin
EDEJ, 1041-42 (Pentateuch) and 1316-17 (Torah; another sketch in
“Scripture in Classical Judaism,” in EJ, 3:1302-9. One book of colossal
importance is C.H. Dodd, According to the Scripture: The Sub-Structure of
New Testament Theology (Welwyn, Herfordshire: James Nisber, 1961).
2. Scot McKnight, The Jesus Creed: Loving God, Loving Others (Paraclete
Press, Brewster: MA, 2007).
3. Harvey McArthur, Understanding the Sermon on the Mount (New York:
Harper & Bros., n.d.), p. 26.
4. McArthur, p. 39.
5. McArthur.
6. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 59, Hagner, Matthew 1-13, 106; France,
Matthew, 182-83; Turner, Matthew, 157-58.
7. Quoted by Stott, Christian Counter-Culture, p. 38.
8. Davies, The setting of the Sermon, 109-90.
9. A parallel can be found in Luke 16:17. There are two clauses that are
virtual synonymous and not far from our “until hell freezes over”; until
heaven and earth disappear” and “until everything is accomplished.” See
Hagner, Matthew 1-13, 106-8.
10.Harris, p. 46-47.
11. Wright, p. 41.
12. McKnight.
13. To understand this distinction of “least” and “great” see 18:4; 20:16, 21,
23, 26), Hager, Matthew 1-13, 108-9. It is more likely that Jesus is using
typical Jewish/Hebraic contrasting results for the ones who will enter the
kingdom (the doer) vs. the ones who will not enter the kingdom (the
nondoer). In other words, “least” in the kingdom is a kind way of saying
“suffering eternal judgment [Luz, Matthew 1-7, 120, who cites Chromatius
and Chrysostom from the early church as well as both Luther and E.
Schweitzer from modern times. Chrysostom’s words: “But when you hear
‘least in the kingdom of heaven,’ you are to think of nothing but hell and
punishment” (italics added: from ACCS: Matthew, 98), Also Kinghorn,
Wesley on the Sermon, 134-35.
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14. The Greek reads perisseuse … pleion, not just perisseuse. In other words,
“surpass greatly.” Almost all translations ignore the adverb pleion here. But
see Luz, Matthew 1-7, 211), and the discussion in Talbert, Reading the
Sermon on the Mount, 63-65.
15. Scott, Message, 75. Here are his words: “Christian righteousness far
surpasses pharisaic righteousness in kind rather than in degree. It is not so
much, shall we say, that Christians succeed in keeping some 240
commandments when the best Pharisees may only have scored 230. No,
Christian righteousness is greater than pharisaic righteousness because it is
deeper, being a righteousness of the heart” (emphasis added). Thus it is a
“new heart-righteousness.” See the four points of Quarles Sermon on the
Mount, 103.
16. McKnight, p. 70.
17. McKnight, King Jesus Gospel.
18. Thus, Genesis 1 is not simply about God in heaven, who is called YHWH
of Elohim, but about the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ; it is
about Jesus Christ as God; it is about the Holy Spirit. In other words, we are
to read Genesis in a Trinitarian manner now that we know where the “God”
of Genesis 1 was headed. And the “image” of God that we find in Adam
and Eve is not just about their ability know and to relate to God, nor is it
about the ancient Near Eastern sense of representing the king. Rather, the
“image” of Adam and Eve in Genesis 1 is a reflection of Jesus Christ who is
the true and perfect “image” of God (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:49; 2 Corinthians
3:18; 4:4; Colossians 1:15; 3:10). We are reading the text in the light of the
whole Story.
19. ACCS: Matthew, 101.
CHAPTER 8
See Alan F. Johnson’s excellent article, “Jesus and Moses: Rabbinic
Backgrounds and Exegetical Concerns in Matthew 5,” in The Living and
Active Word of God: Studies in Honor of Samuel J. Schultz Morris Inch and
Ronald Youngblood. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983, pp. 85-107, esp.
p. 87.
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4. It is hard not to point a finger at Martin Luther for creating a counterforce
between law and gospel. In fact, contrasting the two – one to condemn and
one to bring grace – is at the heart of the Lutheran dialectic, or how the
Lutheran is taught to read the Bible. Nothing can be achieved by obedience
to the law; all that can be achieved is achieved in Christ. The Reformed,
those who follow from Calvin, involved themselves in a more nuanced way
in the issue of how the law and the gospel are related. A good example of
this approach is found in a statement by John Stott: “the law sends us to
Christ to be justified, and Christ sends us back to the law to be sanctified.”
(Message, 36). There is considerable debate over this issue among
evangelicals today (W.G. Strickland, ed., Five Views on Law and Gospel
(Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 1996).
5. It is worth observing how the six antitheses are formed:
“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago …” (5:21).
“You have heard that it was said …” (5:27)
“It has been said …” (5:31).
“Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago …” (5:33)
“You have heard that it was said …” (5:38).
“You have heard that it was said …” (5:43)
The repetition of “to the people long ago” in the first and fourth antitheses
cuts the antitheses into two groups. The three-step reduction of formula in
the first three is not repeated in the second group of antitheses.
6. David Turner observes that “antitheses” is not the best word since that
would imply overt contradiction of the Torah; other terms have been
suggested, like “hypertheses” or “epitheses” or “contrasts.” See Turner,
Matthew, 46. This all hangs on what Jesus is speaking against; McKnight
contents that if Jesus is speaking against interpretations of the Torah, then
the word antithesis applies. Stott says it best: “In relation to scribal
distortions of the law the term “antithesis rightly describes” what Jesus is
teaching, but “in relation to the law ‘exegesis’ would be a more accurate
word” (Scott, Message, 77).
7. For a more extensive analysis, see G.H. Stassen, “The Fourteen Triads of
the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:21-7:12),” JBL 122 (203, 267-308,
summarized and graphed in Stassen Living the Sermon. Stassen contends
there are three parts to the “antitheses” (and not just two): a citation of a
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traditional teaching, a diagnosis of a vicious cycle, and – here is his
distinction – a “transforming initiative” that maps the way of deliverance.
8. When Yeshua prohibits anger, Rabbi Lapide points out, he is following the
rabbinic tradition of providing a “fence around Torah,” a protective barrier
that keep us from getting too close to breaking Torah itself.
“We all know from experience that homicide begins in the heart with hate
for or disparagement of someone as a “misanthrope,” a “parasite,” or
“vermin,” … it can begin at a desk or be drafted in the office. Because
every murder begins in the heart, it is there that it must be nipped in the
bud.” Lapide, pp. 459-50.
9. See further Strickland, ed., Five Views on Law and Gospel; with appropriate
differences and nuances. I agree with D.J. Moo’s essay in that book (pp.
319-76).
10.I take these examples from Garland, Reading Matthew, 63.
11.He does, however, speak on the opposite issue in 18:15. Robertson
McQuilken, An Introduction to Biblical Ethics (Tyndale House Publishers,
Wheaton:Ill InterVarsity Press, 2014), 581.
Physical resistance in self-defense seems to be validated in Scripture (Ex.
21:13; 22:12; Num. 35:22-29) but not commanded. Not all actions called
self-defense are legitimate and there is a hierarchy among those. Another
question for the Christian is whether the impending harm is crime-oriented
or whether it is persecution for Christ’s sake. For example, if the choice is
made to resist physical violence, the Christian should ask whether or not
physical resistance is the only action available or whether there are other
options such as talk or deception. If there is no other option but to resist with
physical force, the Christian should discern whether killing is the only
alternative or whether lesser violence would adequately restrain evil.
12. For an excellent sketch of this term, see C. Spicq, TLNT, 2:23-28. See the
noun form in Ephesians 6:7.
CHAPTER 9
1. Listen to text in the Story: Exodus 10:7; Leviticus 19:12; Numbers 30:3-15;
Deuteronomy 23:21-22; Matthew 23:16-22; James 5:12.
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2. Quoted from J. Allan Peterson, The Myth of Greener Grass (Wheaton, IL:
Tyndale, 1983), p. 17.
3. This text is not, then, referring to the tenth commandment’s prohibition of
coveting a neighbor’s wife (Exodus 20:17), even though the same word for
desire (here “lustfully”) is used.
4. The Mosaic Torah stipulated death for adultery (Deut. 22:22), but the only
surviving evidence about Jesus on that element of the law comes from the
disputed text in John 7:53-6:11. If authentic, that law shows that Jesus
suspended the death penalty. It is the absence of the punishment in Jesus’
words in Matthew 5 (and 19:18) that indicates that kingdom ethics trade in
forgiveness and the transforming power of grace and mercy instead of
capital punishment.
5. McQuilkin, Biblical Ethics, p. 234.
6. Israeli Bible teacher Joseph Shulam believes that Yeshua combines the two
commandment (adultery and covet) in a Jewish interpretive move called
hekkesh. “Hekkesh literally means “to take two stones and hit them
together,” which is a metaphor for comparing two verses that have similar
language in order to learn something not previously known.” In this case,
what was not previously known is that you shall not commit adultery not
only means the act itself but also the intention which arises in the heart and
is committed with the eyes.”
7. Time, August 21, 1972.
8. There is a slight grammatical debate here; does the accusative (auren) mean
that the woman is lusted after or the one who lusts? The former is almost
certain because it is the man who commits adultery in his heart in the last
clause of v. 28; see Quarles, Sermon on the Mount, 117-18.
9. In ACCS: Matthew,108.
10. A good example is Tertullian, who wrote an essay on how women should
dress: On the Apparel of Women. See Garland, Reading Matthew, 66-67.
11. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 72.
12. Darrell Bock, Luke: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Baker Academic: Grand Rapids, MI, 1996), 1017.
13. Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, 125.
14. A present active participle. Some today see “present tense” and think
“ongoing action,” but the Greek present participle is designed to speak not of
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time but of how the author wants to depict the action. This is an action that
is depicted as vivid, dramatic, and characteristic: “the one who stares” is
more accurate than “the one who keeps on staring.”
15. For a sketch of how “lust/desire” was understood in the ancient world, see
Keener, Matthew, 186.
16. See also Job 31: 1; 2 Pet. 2:14; 1 John 2:16. Eve’s sin in Gen. 3:6 is not
sexual, though it too began with the eye.
17.Alexander Balmain Bruce, The Expositor’s Greek Testament, Vol. 1 (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, n.d.), p. 108.
18.Robert Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount (Waco, TX: Word, 1991), p. 194.
19.Albert Bengel, Bengel’s New Testament Commentary. Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids:
MI: Kregel, 1981), p. 114.
20. Quoted by Allison (1993), p. 74.
21. J Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest (New York: Dodd/Mead
and Company, 1935), p. 181.
22. John R. W. Stott, Christian Counter-Culture (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1978), p.89.
23. D. Bonhoeffer, Life Together (trans. J.W. Doberstein; New York: Harper &
Row, 1954), 108-18.
23. Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoffer, 465, The person to whom Bonhoeffer
confessed was Bethge. See John W. De Gruchy, Daring, Trusting Spirit:
Bonhoeffer’s Friend Etherhard Bethge (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 27, 43,
62-63, 208.
CHAPTER 10
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Exodus 21:23-25; Leviticus 24:19-20;
Deuteronomy 19:21; Obadaih 15.
2. McKnight, The Story of God Bible Commnetary, p.95.
3. Hauerwas, Matthew, 70.
4. The examples of Moses (Exodus 4:10-16) and Gideon (Judges 6:36-40) are
two simple illustrations of concession. Psalm 103:13-14 exemplify God’s
disposition toward us: “As a father has compassion on his children so the
Lord has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how he we are
formed, he remembers that we are dust.”
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5. Mishnah Gittin, 9, 10.
6. This viewpoint cannot be proven, but the evidence for such an assertion is
the topic of debate between Jesus and some of the Pharisees. Since Bet Hillel
was much more human and flexible in comparison with the rigid, trite Bet
Shammai (especially over matters like the Sabbath, washing of hands,
tithing, etc.) my proposal is that terms like “the Pharisees” and “the Jews”
refer to specific groups from the larger groups. In other words, “the
Pharisees” refers to part of the Pharisees, namely the more influential Bet
Shammai. I am not suggesting that Pharisees from the Bet Hillel never
opposed Jesus. I am suggesting most of Christ’s theological opposition came
from Bet Shammai. Perhaps the “non-disciple” exorcist referenced in Mark
9:38-39 was from Bet Hillel?
7. Most understand the term “immorality” to refer to adultery and other
perversions (or even flirtations). It includes – but is not necessarily limited to
– adultery.
8. The question raised in the story of the “woman taken in adultery” (John 8:311) is, “Where is the man?”
9. For example, the rabbis avoiding stoning rebellious sons by creating a
technical definition as how rebellion is defined. The Babylonian Talmud
reads, If he stole of his father’s and ate it in his father’s domain, or of
strangers who ate it in the domain of strangers, or of strangers and ate in his
father’s domain, he does become a ‘stubborn and rebellious son’ – until he
steals of his father’s and eats in the domain of strangers. R. Rose, son of R.
Judah said until he steals of his father’s and mother’s [Sanhedrin, Folio[a].”
This sort of evasive interpretation is common in the Talmud.
10. Leviticus 20:10 reads, “If a man commits adultery with another man’s wife
– with the wife of his neighbor – both the adulterer and the adulteress must
be put to death.”
11. Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to
the Father except through me.”
12. In 1 Timothy 1, we can find several places that may be construed to limit
candidates for elder (v. 2) or deacon (v. 12) who have been divorced (at least
in some instances).
13.N.T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone, part two (Westminister John Knox
Press, 100: Louisville, Ky), p. 42
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14. McKnight, The Story of God…” pp. 106-107.
15. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The Sermon on the Mount, Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, a.d.), p. 261.

CHAPTER 11
1. You can listen to the text in the Story: Exodus 20:7; Leviticus 19:12;
Numbers 30:3-15; Deuteronomy 23:21; Matthew 23:16-22; James 5:12.
2. See the Mishna, Herbert Danby, trans. (Oxford, 1974), pp. 408-421.
3. D. A. Carson, p. 47.
4. Helmut Thielicke, Life Can Begin Again (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1980), p.
55.
5. Mortimer Adler, How to Read a Book (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1972, p. 165.
6. Edward Hastings, ed., The Speaker’s Bible, Vol. 6 (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker, 1971), p. 130An especially noxious example of this: Matthew 15:19.
7. Macdonald, Reminiscences of a Specialist.
8. Thielicke, p. 59.
9. William Barclay, Ephesians (Philadelphia: Westmisister, 1976), p. 183.
CHAPTER 12
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Exodus 21:23-25; Leviticus 24:19-20;
Deuteronomy 19:21; Obadiah 15.
2. In the U.S. the standard is the US constitution, in England is the Magna
Carta, in Germany it is the Grundgestz. The Germans call their society a
Rechtsstaat – a society ruled by law. The same applies to England and the
U.S., where we say we have the “rule of law.”
3. For an informed and jaunty sketch of this history, see W.I. Miller, Eye for
an Eye (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
4. J. E. Davis, Les Talionis in Early Judaism and the Exhortation of Jesus in
Matthew 5:39-42 (JSNTMS 281; London/New York: T&T
Clark/Continuum, 2005). It is not entirely clear if ancient Israelites
distinguished manslaughter (unintentional) from murder (intentional) as
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carefully as we do in Western law (cf. Exod. 21:18-19; Num. 35:22-23;
Deut. 19:5).
5. W. H. C. Propp, Exodus 19-40 (AB 2A; New York: Doubleday, 2006), 228.
6. Bohnoeffer, Discipleship, 132.
7. The facts are that Jesus is not alone in the Jewish world in this teaching, and
there are precedents in the Old Testament itself (Lev. 19:18; Prov. 20:22;
24:29). He is, then, drawing on the latent theme in the Bible and in his
Jewish world, and there are similar ideas in the wider Mediterranean world.
See Luz, Matthew 1-7, 273 nn. 26-29.
8. Hence, Guelich’s translation, “You shall not oppose an evil person in
court,” while contextually sensitive, misses the concreteness of Jesus’ own
illustrations. See his Sermon on the Mount, 219020, To keep this “in court”
theme, he presses 5:38-39 into the mold of Deut. 19:16-21 (unsuccessfully).
One is hard-pressed to get each of the concrete instances of nonresistance
into a courtroom setting, and it might be argued that only one of them
plausibly belongs in that context – “if anyone wants to sue you…” – and
Jesus contends to act before that even happens.
9. McKnight, The Story of God…., 126.
10. See Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:544.
11. Joachim Jeremias, The Sermon on the Mount (Minnapolis: Fortress, 1963),
p. 28. Jesus – and this is very important for an understanding of this matter –
is not speaking of a simple insult; it is much more the case of a quite specific
insulting blow: the blow given to the disciples of Jesus as heretics. It is true
that this is not specifically stated, but it follows from the observation that in
every instance where Jesus speaks of insult, persecution, anathema, dishonor
to the disciples, he is concerned with outrages that arise because of the
discipleship itself. If you are dishonored as a heretic, says Jesus, then you
should not go to law about it; rather you should show yourselves to be truly
my disciples by the way in which you bear the hatred and the insult,
overcome the evil, forgive the injustice.
12. Notice that Paul also is telling us do this to turn people toward Christ. “for
in doing this you will heap coals of fire on his head.” My interpretation in
this context is that it is not to burn his head but “to melt his heart.”
13. Alexander Maclaren, Espositions of Holy Scripture: Daniel and the Minor
Prophets, Vol. 6 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1974), p. 214.
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14.Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, pp. 288, 89.

CHAPTER 13
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 22:34-40; Luke
10:27; Galatians 5:14; Romans 12:19; 13:9; James 2:8.
2. Christian Century, Vol. LXXV, October 1, 1958, pp. 1104-1107.
3. C. S. Lewis, God in the Dock, Walter Hooper, ed. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1970, pp. 181. 182.
4. Because many of us may not understand the passion devout Jews had for
obeying commands, precepts, non-Jews assign wrong motives to rabbinic
statements. For example, devout Jews would bless God that they were not
“born women.” The fact has been misused to imply that men looked down
on women, but that is far from true. Women, for example, were not required
to make the journey to Jerusalem to celebrate the festivals (Deut. 16:16).
They could, and often did, but not when limited by pregnancy or small
children, for example. In The Essential Talmud, Adin Steinsaltz writes, “The
fact that women were not obligated to perform many of the positive precepts
was regarded as an exemption rather than a ban. Men persisted in regarding
themselves as the more fortunate sex, privileged to fulfill a greater number
of precepts; this is attested to by the benediction recited each morning in
which a man praises God for not having made him a woman” (p. 139).
5. Yeshua advocated that the Ten Commandments were the ideal summary of
the Torah. We may compare them to the forest overview, while the many
trees represent the rest of the Torah. These two commands are never said to
replace the other commands, but all other commandments can be integrated
into these comprehensive summaries. The first of the Two Great
Commandments contains a partial quotation from the Shema. The Shema is
the most sacred text in Judaism in both synagogue service and daily
devotion. (It is a major feature of the morning and evening prayer service. It
is one of the two pillars of Jewish prayer and worship [David A. Rausch,
Building Bridges]. Theologically, it emphasizes the unity of God.
Practically, it commands the Hebrews to “… Love the Lord your God with
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all your heart …” This first commandment is taken from Deuteronomy 6:5.
The second commandment, “Love your neighbor as yourself” finds it origin
in Leviticus 19:18. The practice of summarizing and condensing the Law
was not unique to Jesus:
“The sages referred to a comprehensive summary of Scripture as kelal gadol
batorah (a great rule of Torah). Rabbi Akiva said that the most important
summary statement in Scripture is, “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself” (Bivin, New Light on the Difficult Words of Jesus, p. 86. Bevin, in
turn, is quoting the Sifra Kedoshim to Leviticus 19:18)
6. The Story of Israel tended in differing directions when it came to Gentiles
(goyim). See G. Gilbert, “Gentiles, Jewish Attitudes toward,” EDEJ, 670-73.
Sometimes they were distanced from the holy community and labeled as
“others” (Gen. 10:17-20; 1 Sam. 8:5, 20), idolaters (Deut. 12:30; 1 Kgs 11:14; Isa. 44), and unclean/inferior (temple restrictions; cf. Josephus, Jewish
War 1. 152, 354), and they were to be avoided (cf. Deut. 7; Ezra 9). But
alongside “othering,” some urged Jews to see that the Gentiles were
neighbors to be treated with civility (cf. Philo, Life of Moses 1:23-24;
Josephus, Antiquities 2:412-16), and they were a future part of God’s allembracing kingdom (Sir 6:11-17; Sibylline Oracles 5:493-500), Sometimes
the distancing got fierce and they became “enemies.” Thus, the Kittim, a
code word for the Romans, of the Dead Sea Scrolls were part of the
historical context for Jesus.
7. Alfred Plummer, S. Matthew, (London: Paternoster, 1910), p. 89.
8. Notice Luke 6:27o-28: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,
bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.” And 6:35: “But
love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to
get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be children
of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.”
9. Stott, p. 121.
10. Bohnoeffer, p. 37.
11.C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (London: Fontana, revised edition 1964), p.
114.
12. Gale, in The Jewish Annotated New Testament at 5:48 (p. 12).
13. McKnight, p. 141.
14.Carson, p. 161.
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15.Girard, a historian and philosopher of social science, did not coin the term
“scapegoat mechanism” which was used earlier by Kenneth Burke in
Permanence and Change (1935) and A Grammar of Motives (1940).
However Girard took this concept from Burke and developed it much more
extensively as an interpretation of human culture.

CHAPTER 14
1. Read the text in the Story: Exodus 20:1-17; Leviticus 19; Deuteronomy 15;
The Psalms; Deut. 6:4-8 with 11:3-21; Num. 15:37-41; (these three texts
combine to form the full Shema said by orthodox Jews daily to this day).
2. McKnight, Blue Parakeet,83-112.
3. Two important studies are E.P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 107-47; Anderson, Sin: A History.
4. The word “hypocrite” refers often to the Greek to the masked actor, and it is
not impossible that Jesus picked up this word from the actors and actress on
the stage of Sepphoris’s theater. On this see R.A. Batey, Jesus and the
Forgotten City (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 83-103.
The church father Jerome applied hypocritical behavior to vain Christians
who make a show in the churches (Letter 22:27, 32). Origen did the same
(Commentary on Matthew 11:5). We may take these patristic applications as
precedent, even though Matthew himself would have had in mind real Jews
in “the synagogue across the street” (Stendahl).
5. Luther, Sermon on the Mount, 136.
6. There is a variety of interpretations, with the left hand being the weaker and
the right hand being the stronger, but most likely the metaphor refers to
direct engagement with the one in need (or the God who commands
compassion). See Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 110, which differs
somewhat from his commentary (Davies and Allison, Matthew, l:583; Luz,
Matthew 1-7, 136.
7. C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory and other Addresses (New York:
HarperCollins, 2000), 26-27, 28, 29.
8. McKnight, The Story of God: Sermon on the Mount.
9. P. D. Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical
Prayer (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994). W. Brueggemann, The Psalms and the
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Life of Faith (Minneapolis Fortress, 1995). For prayers in Judaism, see M.
Riley Prayer from Alexander to Constantine: A Critical Anthology (London:
Routledge, 1997.
10. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, p. 15.
CHAPTER 15
1. Listening to the text in the Story: Exodus 32; 1 Kings 19:16-46; Isaiah
4:6-20; see also Deuteronomy 6:4-8; the Psalms.
Kaddish is an Aramaic word meaning “holy.” This traditional prayer
recognizes the holiness of God’s name. It is prayed in synagogue services, at
funerals, at memorial services, and at other special times.
Day of Atonement prayer is paraphrased from The Union Prayerbook for
Jewish Worship rev. ed. (Cincinnati: CCAR, 1948), 342.
The rabbinic prayer is found in Robert Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount
(Dallas Word, 1982), 313; E. Moore, “Lead Us Not Into Temptation,”
Expository Times 102 (1991): 171-72.
2. F James M. Boice, The Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1972), p. 192.
3. Or an excellent source on Hellenistic and Roman religions, see E.
Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (3rd ed.; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2003), 148-317.
4. Instead of an indefinite temporal clause with the subjunctive (introduced
by hotan), 6:7 has a subordinating (perhaps temporal) participle
(proseuchomenoi).
5. The “keep on” is an unsuccessful attempt to translate the combination if
the present participle (proseuchomenoi) alongside the aorist subjunctive
(battalogesete). There is too much time emphasis in the “keep on.” I
suggest “In your praying, do not babble like the Gentiles.”
6. See Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:587-88.
7. S. McKnight, A New Vision for Israel: The Teaching of Jesus in National
Context (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 49-65; Dunn, Jesus
Remembered, 711-18.
8. J. Jeremias, The Prayer of Jesus (London: SCM, 1967), 11-65, idem. The
Central Message of the New Testament (London: SCM, 1965).

416

9. Jeremias does not actually claim that Yeshua was the first one to call God
“Father,” only that he was the first one to call him by the Aramaic term
Abba (literally: “the Father,” although “the” loses its meaning in the
Aramaic of this period). Jeremias writes: “No Jew would have dared
address God in this manner” (pages 18-19). However, Abba served as the
Aramaic equivalent of the Hebrew Avi (My Father”), even though the two
forms have slightly different meanings. In Psalms 89:26[27] David is said
to call God Avi and the Targum – the ancient Jewish translation into
Aramaic – translated this Hebrew word as Abba. For a rebuttal of
Jeremias, see J. H. Charlesworth, “A Caveat on Textual Transmission and
the Meaning of Abba,” in The Lord’s Prayer and Other Prayer Texts from
the Greco-Roman Era, Valley Forge, 1994, pages 5-11.
Others have followed Jeremias based on his view such as D. Graves and J.
Graves, “The Lord’s Prayer,” http./www.abu.nb.ca/ccm/topics/life7htm
[retrieved 20015]
That Jews addressed God as father see Old Testament texts like Pss. 68:5;
103:13-14; Isa. 63:15-16; Jer. 3:9, 20, the famous avinu Litany for the New
Year, and texts like 4Q372 fragment 1:16.
10. See Scot McKnight New Vision for Israel, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1999) pp. 27-30
11. Martin Luther, An Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer for Simple Laymen
(Luther’s Works 42: Devotional Writings, v. 1; Philadelphia: Fortress,
1969), 27-37.
12. This view is classically connected with Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of
the Historical Jesus (ed. J. Bowden: Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001). For a
thorough look at Christian eschatology see Jurgen Moltmann, The Coming
of God (First Fortress Press: Minneapolis, MN, 1996).
13. C. H. Dodd. The Parables of Jesus (London: Religious Book Club,
1942).
14. The most influential presentation of this view for the more evangelical
audience was George Eldon Ladd, The Presence of the Future.
15. Beasley Murray, Jesus and the Kingdom of God; McKnight, King Jesus
Gospel, 93-100; idem, On Life, 27-34; N. T. Wright. The Lord and His
Prayer (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 24-49.
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16. See here N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the
Resurrection and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperOne,
2008).
17. N. T. Wright, The Lord and His Prayer, p. 31.
18. Luz, Matthew 1-7, 319-22. Already with Jerome we read of debates on
the meaning of the term translated “daily (epiousios): see Jerome,
Matthew, 38-39.
19. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 125.
20. Strecker, Sermon on the Mount, 117-18.
21. Luther, Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer, 52-53. Later Luther narrows this
to Jesus himself, dispensed through the Word and sacrament.
22. The etymology of this rare term favors this last view: “coming day.” The
Gospel of the Nazarenes, a second-century Jewish Christian text, used the
word mahar, which means “of tomorrow.”
23. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 127.
24. Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels, 1:209-19; Guelich, Sermon on the
Mount, 293, 312; France, Matthew 247-49; Keener, Matthew, 220-22.
25. Hagner, Matthew 1-13, 150.
26. Thielicke, Our Heavenly Father, p. 79.
27. The words are not connected to the Lord’s Prayer in Luke 11:1-4.
28. McKnight, Story of God Bible Commentary, p. 183.
29. France, Matthew, 249-51.
30. The best discussion of the various images of sin in the Bible is J.
Goldingay, “Your iniquities Have Made a Separation between You and
Your God,” in Atonement Today (ed. J. Goldingay; London: SPCK,
1995), 39-53, who explores nine terms for sin in the Old Testament.
31. Both Ha-Tepillah and Avinu Melkenu plead for forgiveness from God but
do not condition forgiveness on our forgiving others. But, as Allison cites
the texts Sermon on the Mount, 128), there is connection between God’s
forgiveness and our forgiving others at Sir 28:2; n.Yoma 8:9, b.Sabbat
15b; Ros Hassanah 17a. And he also cites Colossians 3:13.
32. Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels, 1:213.
33. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:612-14.
34. R. E. Brown, “The Peter Noster as an Eschatological Prayer,” in his New
Testament Essays (Garden City, NY: Image, 1968), 265-320.

418

35. With Luz, Matthew 1-7, 322; Keener, Matthew, 223-24.
36. Apo tou penerou is neuter in the general sense but masculine in the Evil
One sense.
37. So Guelich, Sermon on the Mount, 314. See also Luke 22:2-32. But there
is counterevidence as well; see Luke 6:45; Romans 12:9.
38. Manning, The Ragmuffin Gospel rev. ed., 28, 55.
39. Quoted in Simon Tugwell, The Beatitudes (Springfield, Illinois:
Templegate, 1980), 138.
40. Walter Wangerin, J. Relieving the Passion (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1992, 66.
a. C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (New York:
Macmillan, 1950), 75-76.
41. Elie Wiesel, Twilight (New York: Warner, 1987), 207.
42. Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction (Downers
Grove, ILL: InterVarsity, 1980), p. 180.
43. C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, 1-2.
44. Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life, as quoted in William
Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas, Lord, Teach Us the Lord’s Prayer and
the Christian Life (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 9.

CHAPTER 16
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Leviticus 16-29-31; 23:26-32; Psalm 35:1314; Isaiah 58; Exodus 20:3; Leviticus 19:9; 23-22; 24:19-25; Deuteronomy
24:19-28; Amos; Haggi 1.
2. Luther, Sermon on the Mount, 155-66, - esp. 157. After listing the various
fasts, he concludes: “Now, if you put all this fasting together on one pile, it
is not worth a heller.”
3. Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels, 1:215.
4. Kinghorn, Wesley on the Sermon, 181. For his practical advice, see pp. 19195.
5. Suetonius, Augustus 76, tells us that Augustus compared his own sparing
eating habits favorably against the fasting practices of the Jews. See
www.gutenberg.org/files/6400/6400.txt.
6. Instances include Acts 13:2-3; 14:23.
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7. Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels, 1:214.
8. The Greek term hypocrites emerges from theater. See BDAG, 1038. A
suggestive study here is Batey, Jesus and the Forgotten City, 83-103.
9. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 137.
10. See appropriate texts in Keener, Matthew, 228-34.
11. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 138.
12. Luther, Sermon on the Mount, 166.
13. Calvin, Harmony of the Gospels, 1:217.
14. The words used are “where moth and vermin destroy: (NIV). Many
translations have “moth and rust.” For discussion, see Davies and Allison,
Matthew, 1:629-30; Hager, Matthew 1-13, 157. The Greek term hosis means
“eating” or even “decay,” but the issue is what is doing the eating/decaying,
and many think James 5:2’s use of “corrosion” (a different Greek term (cf.
Isa. 51:8; Mal. 3:11), like a grasshopper, a worm, or as in the NIV, a more
general idea like “vermin.” If the two doing the destroying are creatures
instead of natural aging, then what is being eaten/decayed is probably
clothing or food, in which case the “treasures” are clothing or food. This
image is then doubled with the image of thieves breaking through the walls;
most of the area in Galilee had homes built of stone, but also some of wood
and earth (and bricks). On this K. Galor, “Domestic Architecture,” in Cl
Hezser, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily Life in Roman Palestine
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 420-39.
15. William Barclay, Matthew , Vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Westminster, n.d.), p.
244.
16. Edward Hastings, ed., The Speaker’s Bible, Vol. 6 (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker, 1971), p. 173.
17. McKnight, The Story of God…. p. 207.
18.Michael Joseph Brown, “Matthew,” True to Our Native Land: An African
American New Testament Commentary (ed. B. K. Blount et. Al;
Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 94.
19.Hagner puts it this way: “Metaphorically speaking, a generous eye or the
single eye of discipleship is the source of light; an evil eye, covetous eye is
the source of darkness.” (Matthew 1-13, 158).
20. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:643. On Jesus and possessions. McKnight,
New Vision for Israel, 187-93; M. Hengel, Property and Riches in the Early
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Church: Aspects of a Social History of Early Christianity (trans. J. Bowden:
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974; C. Blomberg, Neither Poverty Nor Riches: A
Biblical Theology of Material Possessions (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1995);
See also A. Sivertisev, “The Household Economy,” J. Pastor, “Trade,
Commerce, and Consumption,” and G. Hamel, “Poverty and Charity,” in C.
Hesser, ed., Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily Life, 229-45, 297-307. 30834.
21. R. P. Martin, Worship in the Early Church Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975),
80-86, quote is from pp. 82-83.
22. Martyn-Lloyd Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1960), pp. 95, 96.
23. Os Guinness, The Gravedigger Files (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, n.d.) p. 84.
24. Guinness, p. 132.
CHAPTER 17
Listen to the text of the Story: Genesis 1-2; Exodus 16; Psalm 19; Matthew 10:915; 1 Peter 5:7.
1. Matthew 6:25-34 is more or less found in the parallel in Luke 12:22-31,
except Matthew 6:34 has no parallel.
2. James M. Boice, The Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1972), p.252.
3. John R.W. Stott, Christian Counter-Culture (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1978), p. 161.
4. Stott, p. 164.
5. Brennan Manning, The Ragmuffin Gospel rev. ed. (Sisters, Organ, 1999),
88-89.
6. Carol Memmott, “Buy into Hilarious “Shopaholic’ Binge,” review of Sophie
Kinsella, Confessions of a Shopaholic, in USA Today, 15 February 2001,
sec. 4D.
7. Walter Burkhardt, Still Proclaiming Your Wonders (Mahwah, New Jersey:
Paulist, 1984), 168.
8. A. Schmemann, For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodoxy
(Crestwood, NY: Sr Vladmir’s Press, 2000), 14.
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9. Sermons of Martin Luther, Vol. 5, p. 115.
10. ACCS: Matthew, 145.
11.I learned this in college from my Greek professor, Dr. Harvey Floyd and
have no idea of its source.
12. George McDonald, Better Than God (publishing information unknown, p.
45).

CHAPTER 18
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Judges; 2 Samuel 12:1-5; Matthew 18:23-25;
Romans 2:1; James 2:13; 4:11-12; 5:9.
2. M.A. Powell, What Do They Hear? Bridging the Gap between Pulpit and
Pew (Nashville: Abingdon, 2007).
3. See also Kapolyo, “Matthew,” 1123-24.
4. Kinghorn, Wesley on the Sermon, 247.
5. We know from history, and from the New Testament itself, that there were
many scribes and Pharisees who were genuinely and humbly pious people,
the tendency of hard-line pressure-groups – which is what the Pharisees
basically were – is always to create a moral climate in which everybody
looks at everybody else to see if they keeping their standards up.
6. Michael Cheshire, “Going to Hell with Ted Haggard,” from Christianity
Today online: wwwchristianitytoday.com/le/2012//december-onlineonly/going-to-hell-with-ted-haggard.html.
7. T.F. Latini, The Church and Crisis of Community: A Practical Theology of
Small-Group Ministry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 106-17.
8. G. Lyons and D. Kinnaman, Unchristian: What a New Generation Really
Thinks about Christianity … and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker,
2007); D. Kimball, They Like Jesus but Not the Church: Insights from
Emerging Generations (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007).
9. Hagner, Matthew 1-13, 171.
10. N.W. Land, Chiasmus in the New Testament: A Study in the Form and
Function of Chiastic Structure (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1992), 32.
11. Luther, Sermon on the Mount, 225-28. Luther’s concerns are the
schismatics and the Catholics. Calvin (Harmony of the Gospels, l:227-28)
was concerned with foul scorners of the gospel. Stott (Message, 182) focuses
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on those who have decisively and defiantly rejected the gospel. This view
was held by Augustine as well. ACCS: Matthew, 170-71.
12. Others have pushed further to see esoteric or insider teachings of the
church, which is not unusual for those who a minority or persecuted. Hece,
silence, or insider-only talk, might be the preferred approach to speaking (cf.
13:36-52). Yet others suggest the sacred is the Eucharist; since it is only for
those who believe, the Eucharist is closed to outsiders (Didache 9:5).
13. Wright, Matthew for Everyone, 1:70-71.
14. It begins with Abraham in the genealogy of 1:1-17, shows up in the Gentile
magi of 2:1-12, comes to the surface in Jesus’ ministry in Galilee (4:12-16).
Along the way there are hints and glimpses but it comes to full expression
with the Great Commission of 28:16-20.
15. McKnight, The Story of God … p. 148.

CHAPTER 19
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Psalm 37:4; 84:11; Jeremiah 29:13-14; John
16:23-24; James 1:3-5, 16, 17.
2. “The Modernist’s Quest for God,” Atlantic Monthly, February, 1926; quoted
by William Adams Brown, The Life of Prayer in a World of Science,
(Charles Scribner”s Sons, 1928), p. 11.
3. “Thy Kingdom Come,” Yale Review, XXIV (1935), 430-31.
4. See Alexander Martin, The Finality of Jesus for Faith (Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1933), p. 63.
5. Seeking persistence here is common; thus, see Luther, Sermon on the
Mount, 234; Hager, Matthew 1-13, 174. Hagger cites Clement as seeing
persistence here.
6. Wright, Matthew for Everyone, 1:72.
7. McKnight, The Story of God…” p. 245-248.
8. Luther, Sermon on the Mount, 131-32.
9. John Stott provides three problems with what Jesus says here about prayer,
that prayer is unseemly (for a sovereign God), unnecessary and
unproductive. See his pastoral discussion of each: Stott, Message, 186-89.
10. I don’t want to enter the lofty places of the debate about open theism and
how much God knows (some think God knows all things while other think
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God interacts with humans at such a level that our communications with
God actually result in God’s comprehending things not previously
knowable), but petitionary prayer can assume that God both knows and
wants to know what we want.
11. The best I’ve seen on this topic, though I don’t always agree, is Tiessen,
Providence and Prayer.
12. Luz, Matthew 1-7, 339.

CHAPTER 20
1. Listed to text in the Story: Verse 12: Exodus 19-24 (esp. 20-23); Leviticus
17-26; 19:18; Deuteronomy 6:4-5; 11:13-21; Numbers 15:37-41; Matthew
19:16-30; 22:34-40; Romans 13:8-10; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8.
Verses 13-14: Exodus 19:1-24:18; Deuteronomy 6:12-26; Joshua 1-5; 23:124:28; Nehemiah 8:1-10:39. For more Jewish texts, see Talbert, Reading the
Sermon on the Mount, 135.
2. See Aharon Shemesh, “Legal Texts,” EDEJ, 877-80.
3. Other instances in Matthew are 13:46; 18:25; 38:20.
4. See b. Sabbat 31a P.S. Alexander, “Jesus and the Golden Rule,” in Hillel
and Jesus: Comparative Studies of the Two Major Religious Leaders (ed.
J.H. Charlesworth; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997), 303-99 (here p. 366). Some
apologists for Judaism see superiority in Hillel’s “negative form” of the
Golden rule (“do not do other…”) as over against Yeshua’s positive form
(“do unto others …”) One was the well-known Jewish writer, Achad H’Am
(see discussion and reference in Abba Hillel Silver, Where Judaism Differed,
New York: The Macmillan Company (1956), paperback edition, 1972, pp.
125-126). The point seems to be that others may not react as you do, so that
it is unkind and possibly unjust to treat them as you would yourself. But one
can take the opposite tack: the goal is to treat people as they want to be
treated, and this is better stated as a positive command. Logically there is no
substantive difference between the forms, and the spirit of the Golden Rule
can emerge from either; likewise, its spirit can be quenched by tedious and
tendentious argument.
5. McKnight, Story of God…, p. 251.
6. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:687-88.
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7. For discussion, P. Ricouer, “The Golden Rule,” NTS 36 (1990), 392-97.
8. Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew, p. 712.
9. Some restrict “gate” to the ethical vision or commands of Jesus from 5:1 to
7:12 (Luz, Matthew, 1-7; Turner, Matthew, 215), while others see Jesus
himself along with his commands. (Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 164;
Guelich; Sermon on the Mount, 389-90).
10. Some debate if the gate is at the entrance to the path or at the end of the
path; word order favors the former. See Quarles, Sermon on the Mount, 31115.
11. Daily Bread, H.G.B., September 21, 1984.
12. Dicache 1:1-2.
13. C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.,
1955), p. 63.
14. A number of questions ensue from this passage: is Jesus a radical exclusive
or one who thinks the vast majority of humans will be sent to hell! Or, is this
exaggerated rhetoric that ought to lead one to self-inspection instead of into
theological speculation on the numbers of the saved! Is it true that Jesus can
use similar terms from different angles. Thus 2:14 confirms our text with its
“many are invited [called], but few are chosen.” But Jesus can also say
“many” from the east and the west will come into the kingdom (8:11). Yes,
Jesus is exaggerating for rhetorical impact. But, yes, this raises the
theological debate about who will be saved and on what grounds. [Hick,
Four Views on Salvation in a Pluralistic World (Counterpoints; Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1990)]. There is a threshold for Jesus, and his moral
severity arises because he connects entrance into the kingdom with response
to him (21:28-32; 22:1-14, 25:31-46).
15. See John Polkinhorne, Quantum Physics and Theology: An Unexpected
Kinship (Yale University Press: New Haven and London, 2007).
For a very different point of view read Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion
which heavily discredits the idea of a personal God, as traditionally believed
in by religious people. He claims that the concept of God, especially that of
the Jewish Bible, is both immoral and irrational (from the perspective of
science). For a thoughtful, insightful, and powerful response see “Questions
of Truth by John Polkinghorne. To quote only the beginning: “My initial
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reaction was that Dawkins has been ranting about God for many years and
has never taken the trouble to understand the concept.”
16. Helmut Thielicke, Life Can Begin Again (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1980), p.
182.
17. France, Matthew, 287.
18. McKnight, The Story of God, p.260.

CHAPTER 21
1. Listen to the text in the Story: Deuteronomy 28; Psalm 1; Pick your prophet;
Matthew 16:27, 25:31-46; 1 Corinthians 3:10-16; 2 Corinthians 5:6;
Revelation 20-22.
2. Pressing hard a unified connection of 7:15-20 and 7:21-23 need to be
tempered by the observation that Luke has these two sections in different
places in his gospel (cf. 6:43-45, 46, and 13:26-27). This may well explain
why Matthew 7:15a has “false prophets” while 7:21-23 includes exorcists
and miracle workers with false prophets. in other words, in other words,
Matthew may have brought together two originally distinct sections.
3. Barclay, Matthew, p. 325.
4. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The Sermon on the Mount, p. 243.
5. The Cost of Discipleship, pp. 212-213.
6. Didache, chapters 11-12.
7. Allison, Sermon on the Mount, 165-66; Luz, Matthew 1-7, 376-77.
8. The New Testament prophet was an office in the church that was a gift from
Christ to the church (Eph. 4:11), and those who held this office were gifted
by the Holy Spirit for this work. What is not of universal understanding are
the questions of whether (1) the office of the prophet continued past
apostolic times into our age, and (2) whether Christians who were not
acknowledged as holding the office could be gifted to prophecy apart from
that office.
9. There are four major leader in Israel: the king who represents God over the
people, the prophet though whom God speaks to his people, and the priest
through whom the people speak to God, and the sage, who observes realities
of life for the people. The false prophet is one who stands between God and
God’s people falsely and deceitfully. For a technical study, G.N. Stanton,
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“Jesus of Nazareth. A Magician and a False Prophet Who Deceived God’s
people” in Jesus of Nazareth, Lord and Christ: Essays on the Histoical Jesus
and the New Testament Christology (eds. J.B. Green and M. Turner, Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 164-80.
10. What does “fruit” mean? It is not hard for a Christian theologian to wonder
if Jesus is teaching the priority of regeneration. Does he mean that good fruit
comes from a grace-filled regenerate tree, or is his focus more on fruit
inspection that leads to judgment of character? I’m inclined to think he
means the second option: there is less ground here to find grace, though it
might be present, than to see in this analog a warning that bad fruit means
the person is bad (i.e. a false prophet).
11. Epictetus, Discources, 2:20.
12. Luz, Matthew 1-7, 378; France, Matthew, 291.
13. Cf. Matt. 25:11; Luke 8:24; 10:41; Acts 9:4, where the double use of a
vocative occurs.
14. John Stott, Christian Counter-Culture, p. 207.
15.This is the meaning of “on that day”; cf. Matt. 24:19, 22, 29, 36:26:29. For
the rabbis, this term often referred to “the age to come.” For references, see
Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:714.
CHAPTER 22
1. Listen to the Text in the Story: Genesis 6-7; Deuteronomy 28:30:15-20;
Psalm 1; Proverbs 10:25; Ezekiel 13:10-16; 33:30-32; Matthew 21:28-32;
25:1-13.
2. McKnight, The Story of God…p. 273.
3. On parables, I cannot recommend highly enough the book by K. Snodgrass,
Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008).
4. Holtzmann suggests that tekton (“carpenter”) should be translated “builder.”
For the references to building, see Matthew 21:33; 25::19; Luke12:18,
14:28, 20:17; and John 2:19-21.
5. The emphasis of the present tenses in 7:24a (hearing, doing) is not so much
to describe an ongoing hearing and doing, or a constant hearing and doing,
but instead the present tenses sketch the acts in front of us as if they are
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happening before our very eyes. Sketched in C.R. Campbell, Basics of
Verbal Aspect in Biblical Greek (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 40-43.
6. Stott, p. 208.
7. One thinks here of the parable of the two sons (21:28-32) and the wise and
foolish virgins (25:1-13). As there, as here; one is approved and one is not
approved.
8. “Wise” (7:24) is a term used in other places for those who are finally
approved by God (24:45).
9. Klyne Snodgrass has pointed out in a lengthy article, the word “hearing”
often means “obeying.” “Reading to Hear: A Hermeneutics of Hearing,”
Horizons in Biblical Theology 24 (2002: 1:32
10. It is fanciful to allegorize “rock” here into a reference to Peter (cf. 16:1319); rather “rock” refers to hearing and doing.”
11. Or does Jesus have in mind the Temple? Wright, Matthew for Everyone,
1:81. See also Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 292, 334.
12. The Greek word used here is moro, from which we get moron; and at times
from Jesus (see Matthew 5:22; 23:17; 25:2, 3, 8).
13.Stott, p. 209.
14. McKnight, The Story of God…, p. 276.
15. Donald Carson, The Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids: MI: Baker,
1978), 132.
16. Ten times in 7:13-27 the word “do” or “practice” appears: 7:17 (2x), 18
(2x), 19, 21, 22 (negatively), 23 (synonym), 24, 26.
17. This isn’t just sermon stuff, I call our attention to other similar expressions
in the gospel of Matthew, including 3:8, 10; 5:19, 7:12, 21:28-32; 25:31-46.
18. McKnight, p. 210. This term righteousness (dikaios, dikaiosyne) Thus we
think of Matthew 3:15; 5:6, 10, 20; 6:1, 33; 21:32.
19. Halford E. Luccock, Studies in the Parables of Jesus,” p. 31.
20. William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew: Volume: 2000, 1975), The Daily
Bible Study Bible Series. (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press).
21. McKnight, The Story of God…, p. 272.
22. We dare not reduce Christology to ethics. Instead, the Sermon calls us to lift
ethics into Christology.
23. Too often people see the conflicting claims of religious groups and the
plethora of other options as evidence that choosing one of them is only a
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matter of preference, like choosing coffee. One book that is useful among
that is useful among the many that respond to this challenge is Paul Copan,
That’s Just Your Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001). Of course, the
challenge of “postmodernism” requires much more analysis and appropriate
responses than we can provide here. In any case, we must strive to present
the message of Jesus to people today so they can understand it as the only
good news that it is.
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GLOSSARY
Abba: Aramaic term for father. No precise English equivalent exists for the word
which children and adults alike used to address their fathers. It is more intimate
than “father,” yet more reverent than “daddy.”
Adonai: (Lord) Term for a divine ruler, used in the Hebrew Scriptures to refer to
God. In prayers and in Scripture readings, Adonai frequently functioned as a
substitute for the unspeakable holy name of God, YHWH, revealed to Moses at the
burning bush (Exodus 3).
Bar: Aramaic for son.
Bar mitzvah: Aramaic for “Son of the Commandment.” The rite in which a
Jewish male accepts his responsibility to learn and follow the Torah.
Bet Hillel: “The House of Hillel,” is one of the two divisions of the Pharisees. In
Jesus’ day, a minority of the rabbis identified with Bet Hillel. Hillel ministered
between 30 B.C. up until his death in 10 A.D. Hillel promoted a humanitarian
interpretation of the Torah and held that gentiles could be saved without becoming
full converts to Judaism. After Jerusalem was destroyed (70 A.D.) Bet Hillel
became the predominant form of Judaism.
Bet Shammai: “The House of Shammai,” the other main division of the Pharisees.
The majority of the rabbis in Jesus’ day were aligned with Bet Shammai. Shammai
lived from 50 B.C. to 30 A.D. Shammai was noted for his harsh, strict, and
separatist interpretations. Bet Shammai’s viewpoints wielded more influence
during Jesus’ time than Hillel’s. After the destruction of Jerusalem and a later
revolt, Bet Shammai’s influence soon died out.
Christian: I consider myself a Christian and a follower of Jesus Christ. However, I
confess I am sometimes reluctant to use the term “Christian” to describe genuine
followers of Jesus, because both currently and historically the label attaches to
many people who are not at all serious about following Jesus and his ways. Such
people may be nominal Christians (for example, born in a “Christian country”),
may have undergone some religious rituals (whether baptism or raising their hands
to “receive Christ”) or may have made some profession to be a “Christian” (in
contrast to other religious alternatives). Often, however, the label proves virtually
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useless in describing a person’s true commitments and allegiances. I will avoid the
term as much as possible for this reason.
Covenant: At the heart of Jewish belief is the conviction that the one God YHWH,
who had made the whole world, had called Abraham and his family to belong to
him in a special way. The promises God made to Abraham and his family, and the
requirements that were laid on them as a result, came to be seen in terms either of
the agreement that a king would make with a subject people, or of the marriage
bond between husband and wife. One regular way of describing this relationship
was “covenant,” which can thus include both promise and law. The covenant was
renewed at Mount Sinai with the giving of the Torah; in Deuteronomy before the
entry to the Promised Land, and in a more focused way, with David (e.g. Paslm
89). Jeremiah 31 promised that after the punishment of exile God would make a
“new covenant” with his people, forgiving them, and binding them to him more
intimately. Jesus believed that this was coming true enough through his kingdom
proclamation and his death and resurrection. The early Christians developed these
ideas in various ways, believing that in Jesus the promises had at last been
fulfilled.
Dead Sea Scrolls: A collection of texts, some in remarkably good repair, some
extremely fragmentary, found in late 1940s around Qumran (near the northeast
corner of the Dead Sea), and virtually all now edited, translated and in the public
domain. They formed all or part of the library of a strict monastic group, most
likely Essenes, founded in the mid-second century BC and lasting unto the Jewish
Roman war of AD 66-70. The scrolls include the earliest existing manuscripts of
the Hebrew and Aramaic scriptures, and several other important documents of
community regulations, scriptural exegesis, hymns, wisdom writings, and other
literature. They shed a flood of light on one small segment within the Judaism of
Jesus’ day, helping us to understand how some Jews at least were thinking, praying
and reading scripture. Despite attempts to prove the contrary, they make no
reference to John the Baptist, Jesus, Paul, James, or early Christianity in general.
Essenes: Also known as “The Dead Sea Scroll People” or “Qumran Community.”
This group was a reactionary movement of devout Jews who felt that mainstream
Judaism had been compromised. Some suggest this group was loosely connected
with Bet Hillel.
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Exodus: The Exodus from Egypt took place, according to the book of that name,
under the leadership of Moses, after long years in which the Israelites had been
enslaved there. (According to Genesis 15:13f. this was itself part of God’s
covenanted promise to Abraham.) It demonstrated, to them and the Pharaoh, King
of Egypt, that Israel was God’s special child (Exodus 4:22). They then wandered
through the Sinai wilderness for 40 years, led by God in a pillar of cloud and fire;
early on in this time they were given the Torah on Mount Sinai itself. Finally, after
the death of Moses and under the leadership of Joshua, they crossed the Jordan and
entered, and eventually conquered, the Promised Land of Canaan. This event,
commemorated annually in Passover and other Jewish festivals, gave the Israelites
not only a powerful memory of what had made them a people, but also a particular
shape and content to their faith in YHWH as not only creator but also redeemer;
and in subsequent enslavements, particularly the exile, they looked for a further
redemption which would be, in effect, a new Exodus. Probably no other past event
so dominated the imagination of first-century Jews; among them the early
Christians, following the lead of Jesus himself, continually referred back to the
Exodus to give meaning and shape to their own critical events, most particularly
Jesus’ death and resurrection.
Gehenna, hell: Gehenna is, literally, the valley of Hinnom, on the south-west
slopes of Jerusalem. From ancient times it was used as a garbage dump,
smoldering with a continual fire. Already by the time of Jesus some Jews used it as
an image for the place of punishment after death. Jesus’ own usage blends the two
meanings in his warning both to Jerusalem itself (unless it repents, the whole city
will become a smoldering heap of garbage) and to people in general (to beware of
God’s final judgment).
Gentiles: The Jews divided the world into Jews and non-Jews. The Hebrew word
for non-Jews, goyim, carries overtones both of family identity (i.e. not of Jewish
ancestry) and of worship (i.e. of idols, not the one true God YHWH). Though
many Jews established good relations with Gentiles, not least in the Jewish
Diaspora (the dispersion of Jews away from Palestine), officially there were taboos
against contact such as intermarriage. In the New Testament the Greek word ethne,
“nations,” carries the same meanings as goyim. Part of Paul’s overmastering
agenda was to insist that Gentiles who believed in Jesus had full rights in the
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Christian community alongside believing Jews, without having to become
circumcised.
Heaven: Heaven is God’s dimension of the created order (Genesis 1:1; Psalm 115,
16; Matthew 6:9), whereas “earth” is the world of space, time and matter that we
know. “Heaven” thus sometimes stands, reverentially, for “God” (as in Matthew’s
regular “kingdom of heaven”). Normally hidden from human sight, heaven is
occasionally revealed or unveiled so that people can see God’s dimension of
ordinary life (e.g. 2 Kings 6:17; Revelation 1:4-5). Heaven in the New Testament
is thus not usually seen as the place where God’s people go after death; at the end,
the New Jerusalem descends from heaven to earth, joining the two dimensions
forever. “Entering the kingdom of heaven” does not mean “going to heaven after
death,” but belonging in the present to the people who steer their earthly course by
the standards and purposes of heaven (cf. the Lord’s Prayer “on earth as in
heaven,” Matthew 6:10), and who are assured of membership in the age to come.
HaShem: “The Name,” a term used by Jews for God to avoid pronouncing
“Yahweh” or “Adonai,” for fear they might violate the commandment not to
misuse God’s name.
Hasidim (pl): In ancient times, the term was used of pious Jews, holy men who
sought to go beyond Torah requirements. The modern Hasidic Jews derive their
name from this term, although they tend more toward the emotional and mystical
aspects of Judaism.
Haver, Haverim (pl): A “friend” who became a “study buddy” and accountability
partner in the study and practice of Torah.
Kaddish: Aramaic for “holy.” Prayer recognizing the holiness of God’s name that
is prayed in synagogue services at funerals, at memorial services, and at other
special times.
Karaite: A relatively modern sect of Jews who seek to live in obedience to the
Torah and Old Testament (First Testament), but who reject the Oral Law (as
recorded in the Talmud) as binding. Some propose that Jesus was an early version
of a Karaite.
Kefa: Aramaic for “stone.” Yeshua’s nickname for his follower Simon. Equivalent
to the Greek term Petros, from which the name “Peter” is derived.
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Kosher: Ritually clean for Jewish use; the term often refers to food, but is used of
other restricted items as well.
Mashiach: (Messiah, anointed one). The redeemer of Israel, promised in the
Hebrew Scriptures. “Christos” is the equivalent term in Greek.
Messiah: The Hebrew word means literally “anointed one,” hence in theory either
a prophet, priest, or king. In Greek this translates as Christos; “Christ” in early
Christianity was a title, and only gradually became an alternative proper name for
Jesus. In practice “Messiah” is mostly restricted to the notion, which took various
forms in ancient Judaism, of the coming king who would be David’s true heir,
through whom YHWH would rescue Israel from pagan enemies. There was no
single template of expectations. Scriptural stories and promises contributed to
different ideals and movements, often focused on (a) decisive military defeat of
Israel’s enemies and (b) rebuilding or cleansing the Temple. The Dead Sea Scrolls
speak of two “Messiahs,” one a priest and the other a king. The universal early
Christian belief that Jesus was Messiah is only explicable, granted his crucifixion
by the Romans (which would have been seen as a clear sign that he was not the
Messiah), by their belief that God had raised him from the dead, so vindicating the
implicit messianic claims of his earlier ministry.
Messianic, Messianic Jew: A believer in Jesus with a Jewish background who
wishes to continue identifying with their Jewish heritage.
Midrash, Midrashim (pl): A teaching. As used in our study, a teaching that is a
New Testament interpretation or application of an Old Testament text. Midrash
later came to refer to a non-literal method of interpretation (or a collection of
sermons), but that is not how we use the term.
Mikveh: In Hebrew literally means any gathering of waters, but specifically used
in Jewish law for waters or bath for ritual immersion. On the third day of creation
it occurs for the first time (Genesis 1:10), “…to the gathering (mikveh) of waters
or He called seas.”
Miryam: Mary
Mishnah: The main codification of Jewish law (Torah) produced in about AD
200, reducing to writing the “oral Torah” which in Jesus’ day ran parallel to the
“written Torah.” The Mishnah is itself the basis of the much larger collections of
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traditions in the two Talmuds (roughly AD 400). Traditional interpretations and
expansions of the Torah. The Mishnah remained an oral tradition until the second
century C.E. when Rabbi Judhah HaNasi compiled the oral traditions in written
form. Together with the gemara, they are called the Talmud.
Mitzvah, mitzvoth (pl): A commandment, an opportunity to obey God. The Torah
contains 613 mitzvot. A good deed.
Parables: From the Old Testament onwards, prophets and other teachers used
various story telling devices as vehicles for their challenge to Israel (e.g. 2 Samuel
12:1-7). Sometimes these appeared as visions with interpretations (e.g. Daniel 7).
Similar techniques were used by the rabbis. Jesus made his own creative adaption
of these traditions, in order to break open the world-view of his contemporaries
and to invite them to share his vision of God’s kingdom instead. His stories
portrayed this as something that was happening, not just a timeless truth, and
enabled his hearers to step inside the story and make it their own. As with some
Old Testament visions, some of Jesus’ parables have their own interpretations (e.g.
the sower, Mark 4); others are thinly disguised retellings of the prophetic story of
Israel (e.g. the wicked tenants, Mark 12).
Pesha, Peshat (pl): Normal, straightforward interpretation.
Pesach: (Passover) Celebration, beginning on the fourteenth of Nisan in the
biblical calendar, celebrating the night when the angel of death passed over the
houses of the Jewish people during the time of slavery in Egypt (see Exodus 1:13).
Pharisee: A separatist group of Jews who sought to maintain an uncorrupted form
of Judaism – in theory. Begun by Ezra, all the Pharisees shared certain common
beliefs. Their aim was to purify Israel through intensified observance of the Jewish
law (Torah), developing their own traditions about the precise meaning and
application of the scripture, their own patterns of prayer and other devotion, and
their own calculations of the national hope. Though not all legal experts were
Pharisees, most Pharisees were thus legal experts.
They effected a democratization of Israel’s life, since for them the study and
practice of Torah was equivalent to worshipping in the Temple – though they were
adamant in pressing their own rules for the Temple liturgy on an unwilling (and
often Sadducean) priesthood. This enabled them to survive AD 70 and, merging
into the early rabbinic movement, to develop new ways forward. Politically they
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stood up for ancestral traditions, and were at the forefront of various movements of
revolt against both pagan overlordship and compromised Jewish leaders. By Jesus’
day there were two distinct schools, the stricter one of Shammai, more inclined
towards armed revolt, and the more lenient one of Hillel, ready to live and let live.
Jesus’ debates with the Pharisees are at least as much a matter of agenda and policy
(Jesus strongly opposed their separatist nationalism) as about details of theology
and piety. Saul of Tarsus was a fervent right-wing Pharisee, presumably a
Shammaite, until his conversion.
After the disastrous war of AD 66-70, these schools of Hillel and Shammai
continued bitter debate on appropriate policy. Following the further disaster of AD
135 (the failed Bar-Kochba revolt against Rome) their traditions were carried on
by the rabbis who, though looking to the earlier Pharisees for inspiration,
developed a Torah piety in which personal holiness and purity took the place of
political agendas.
Present age, age to come, eternal life: By the time of Jesus many Jewish thinkers
divided history into two periods: “the present age” and “the age to come” – the
latter being the time when YHWH would at last act decisively to judge evil, to
rescue Israel, and to create a new world of justice and peace. The early Christians
believed that, although the full blessings of the coming age lay still in the future, it
had already begun with Jesus, particularly with his death and resurrection, and that
by faith and baptism they were able to enter it already. “Eternal life” does not
mean simply “existence continuing without end,” but “the life of the age to come.”
Rabbi: Teacher. An expert in the Old Testament Law who sought to influence
others, notable teachers were originally called sages, but the term “sage”
eventually gave way to the term “rabbi.” Modern rabbis bear some similarity to
their counterparts.
Ruach HaKodesh: the Holy Spirit, referred to only four times in the Tanakh as
such, and many times as the Spirit of God.
Regenerate: Born again, brought to spiritual life. In the New Testament,
repentance and faith in Jesus Christ evidence that the Holy Spirit has regenerated a
person.
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Sadducee: By Jesus’ day, the Sadducees were the aristocracy of Judaism, possibly
tracing their origins to the family Zadok, David’s high priest. Based in Jerusalem,
and including most of the leading priestly families, they had their own traditions
and attempted to resist the pressure of the Pharisees to conform to theirs. They
claimed to rely only on the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Old Testament0,
and denied any doctrine of a future life, particularly of the resurrection and other
ideas associated with it, presumably because of the encouragement such beliefs
gave to revolutionary movements. No writings from the Sadducees have survived,
unless the apocryphal book of Ben-Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) comes from them. The
Sadducees themselves did not survive the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple
in AD70.
Sage: Teacher. The ancient term for rabbi.
Scribe: Scribes were often also rabbis. Although some copied Scripture (hence
their name), they were experts in Torah.
Seder: (order) Liturgical order followed when commemorating the Pesach.
Septuagint (LXX): The Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures.
Shabbat: Sabbath
Sh’khinah (Shekinah) – Divine presence, a rabbinical term, referring to the
manifest glory of God dwelling among God’s people.
Shema (also Sh’ma): The recitation of Deuteronomy 6:4-9, 11:13-21), and
Numbers 15:37-41) as a prayer. Devout Jews recited the Shema daily. It is an
important part of a synagogue service, and considered the pillar of Jewish belief.
Synagogue: Greek for “assembly.” Place designated for Jewish people to worship
together and to study the Scriptures. Synagogues arose after the Babylonians
destroyed the temple in 586 B.C.E. Even after the exile ended and the temple was
rebuilt, synagogues continued to be central to Jewish religious life.
Synoptic Gospels, Synoptics: Matthew, Mark, and Luke. These are seen with the
“same eye” and thus bear a lot of similarity.
Tallit: Fringed shawl, worn during the morning prayer service. The fringes were
intended to fulfill the commandment of God found in Numbers 15:38. In ancient
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times, including the first century, the tallit was a cloak or robe included in normal
male attire, to which tzitziyot were attached.
Talmid, talmidim (pl): Disciple, disciples.
Talmud: The written version of the oral Jewish Law taught by the notable sages
from 200 B.C. to about 500 A.D. The Talmud is a massive work. The oldest part of
the Talmud is the Mishnah.
Tanakh (Tannakh, Tanach): The Old Testament. It can be spelled a variety of
ways, and is an invented, composite word consisting of syllables from the Hebrew
words for the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings.
Targum: A paraphrase that interprets and adds to the written text of the Tanakh,
usually composed in Aramaic.
The Satan, “the accuser,” demons: The Bible is never very precise about the
identity of the figure known as “the satan.” The Hebrew word means “the accuser,”
and at times the satan seems to be a member of YHWH’s heavenly council, with
special responsibility as director of prosecutions (1 Chronicles 21:1; Job 1-2;
Zechariah 3:1f.). However, it becomes identified variously with the serpent of the
garden of Eden (Genesis 3:1-15) and with the rebellious daystar cast out of heaven
(Isaiah 14:12-15), and was seen by many Jews as the quasi-personal source of evil
standing behind both human wickedness and large-scale injustice, sometimes
operating through semi-independent “demons.” By Jesus’ time various words were
used to denote this figure, including Beelzebul/b (lit. “Lord of the flies”) and
simply “the evil one”; Jesus warned his followers against the deceits this figure
could perpetrate. His opponents accused him of being in league with the satan, but
the early Christians believed that Jesus in fact defeated it both in his own struggles
with temptation (Matthew 4; Luke 4), his exorcisms of demons, and his death (1
Corinthians2:8; Colossians 2:15). Final victory over this ultimate enemy is thus
assured (Revelation 20), though the struggle can still be fierce for Christians
(Ephesians 6:10-20).
Temple: The Temple in Jerusalem was planned by David (c. 1000 BC) and built
by his son Solomon as the central sanctuary for all Israel. After reforms under
Hezekiah and Josiah in the seventh century BC, it was destroyed by Babylon in
587 BC. Rebuilding by the returned exiles began in 538 BC, and was completed in
516, initiating the “second-Temple period.” Judas Maccabaeus cleansed it in 164
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BC after its desecration by Antiochus Epiphanes (167). Herod the Great began to
rebuild and beautify it in 19 BC; the work was completed in AD 63. The Temple
was destroyed by the Romans in AD 70. Many Jews believed it should and would
be rebuilt; some still do. The Temple was not only the place of sacrifice; it was
believed to be the unique dwelling of YHWH on earth, the place were heaven and
earth met.
Torah: Instruction, Law. The Five Books of Moses (The Pentateuch) are typically
referred to as The Torah.
Tzizit (pl. tzitziyot): Specially made fringes on the four corners of a man’s
garment in obedience to Numbers 15:37-41.
Yahweh: The ancient Israelite name for God, from at least the time of Exodus
(Exodus 6:2f). It may originally have been pronounced “Yahweh,” but by the time
of Jesus it was considered too holy to speak out loud, except for the high priest
once a year in the Holy of Holies in the Temple. Instead, when reading scripture,
pious Jews would say Adonai, “Lord,” marking this usage by adding the vowels of
Adonai to the consonants of YHWH, eventually producing the hybrid “Jehovah.”
The word YHWH is formed from the verb “to be,” combining “I am who I am,” “I
will be who I will be,” and perhaps “I am because I am,” emphasizing YHWH’s
sovereign creative powers.
Yeshua: Jesus. This is the Hebrew name of Jesus. It means, “Yahweh is
Salvation.” It is a variant on the name Joshua, and was a common name in first
century Israel.
Yochanan: John
Yosef: Joseph
Yom Kippur: The Day of Atonement.
Zealots: A Jewish terrorist, seeking to undermine Roman rule.
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