
Setting the scene †

‘Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a moun-
tainside and sat down.  His disciples came to him, and
he began to teach them...’
(Matthew 5:1-2)

The temptation in preaching or writing on the Beatitudes is to
jump in at the deep end and begin expounding the text with little
or no reference to the context in which we find it. I can hardly

think of any part of Scripture where this would be a greater mistake.
While it is true that each one of the Beatitudes is capable of standing on
its own, their combined relevance and significance come much more
sharply into focus if we see them in their biblical and theological
contexts. I therefore make no apology for taking several chapters to set
the scene for the astonishing words we shall be studying together.

THE CROWDS AND THE CHRIST

Matthew tells us that the Sermon on the Mount was prompted when
Jesus ‘saw the crowds’, yet that is not the whole story. We can begin to
understand who they were and, more importantly, why they were there,
when we realize that this sermon was preached near the beginning of
Jesus’ public ministry. After some 30 years of silence he suddenly burst
on the scene like a meteor. After his dramatic baptism, at which God the
Father had attested him with the statement, ‘This is my beloved Son, in
whom I am well-pleased’ (Matthew 3:17, New American Standard
Bible) and his traumatic encounter with Satan in the Judean desert, he
went to live in Capernaum, where ‘he began to preach’ (Matthew 4:17).
Soon afterwards, he called his first disciples, who joined him on an
extensive tour of the region:

The Beatitudes for Today 13

Chapter 1

Beatitudes for today - inners-2012 - pp1-137_BEATITUDES PART1 1-137  02/05/2012  17:28  Page 13



‘Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues,
preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and
sickness among the people. News about him spread all over Syria, and
people were brought to him who were ill with various diseases, those
suffering severe pain, the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and
the paralysed, and he healed them. Large crowds from Galilee, the
Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea and the region across the Jordan followed
him’ (Matthew 4:23-25).

We should hardly be surprised at such an ecstatic response, espe-
cially to the miracles. It is not impossible that Jesus performed more
miracles in one day than were performed in the whole of Old Testament
history!  Be that as it may, news of what was happening spread like
wildfire and huge crowds flocked after him. Excitement mounted,
people’s expectations went through the roof, and it seemed that
everybody wanted to be part of what was happening. It was at precisely
that moment, when Jesus saw the crowds and sensed the emotional
surge of their support, that he made his way up a mountainside to
deliver the landmark message which Matthew records for us. 

It would have been easy to capitalize on his popularity and to enlist
thousands of supporters for his cause. Instead, he wanted to make it
crystal clear before he went any further that Christianity was not a
bandwagon but a battle and that the Christian life was serious and
demanding. There was to be no blurring of the issues, no small print, no
hidden agenda - and no easy ride. Jesus was about to shatter the
illusions of those who may have been easily satisfied with superficial
answers to their spiritual needs.

The lesson here is obvious. There is something essentially dishonest
about ‘easy believism’, about a so-called ‘gospel’ that promises peace,
joy and happiness but demands nothing in the way of repentance, self-
crucifixion and holiness. The Sermon on the Mount delivers a death-
blow to the idea that a person can have Jesus as Saviour without having
him as Lord, and can have forgiveness without holiness. Instead, Jesus
said that Christians are ‘the salt of the earth’ and ‘the light of the world’
(Matthew 5:13-14), with the clear implication that, regardless of what
they claim, those whose ethical quality of life is not both a moral anti-
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septic and a reflection of true godliness in a polluted and darkened
world are not Christians but hypocrites.

SERMON OR SUMMARY?

One question which has been endlessly debated is whether the Sermon
on the Mount was in fact a sermon at all! Some scholars suggest that
Matthew took fragments of teaching given at different times during
Jesus’ ministry and lumped them together for the sake of convenience.

Some of those who think that Matthew is giving us a summary of
our Lord’s teaching, rather than a report of one particular sermon,
point to the closing words of Matthew 4.  They suggest that just as those
words could be said to be a summary of the ministry of Jesus in general
and not merely a report of its opening days, so the Sermon on the
Mount is a summary of his teaching in general and not notes of one
particular sermon. 

A second argument is based on the fact that statements very similar
to parts of the Sermon on the Mount are to be found elsewhere in the
Gospels.  After calling Christians ‘the light of the world’ Jesus said that
people do not ‘light a lamp and put it under a bowl’ (Matthew 5:14-15)
- and elsewhere he asked ‘Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl
or a bed?’ (Mark 4:21). Again, his statement that ‘...if you do not
forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins’ (Matthew
6:15) sounds very much like ‘And ... if you hold anything against
anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive your
sins’ (Mark 11:25). These examples, and others like them, have led to
the theory that Matthew was nothing more than an editor compiling a
list of quotations, many of them taken from the writings of others.
These arguments have some appeal but neither of them offers real
evidence. On the other hand, there are several reasons why we should
probably take the structure of the Sermon on the Mount at its face
value.

The first is related to the fact that the words we have here form one
of the five major segments of teaching recorded in Matthew’s Gospel.
These are chapters 5-7 (the Sermon on the Mount); chapter 10 (a kind
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of ‘ordination address’ for the twelve apostles); chapter 13 (a series of
seven major parables); chapter 18 (teaching on the subject of the
kingdom of heaven, underlined by two further parables); and chapters
24-25 (an extended statement about events surrounding the end of the
world). These five statements stand out quite clearly as the highlights of
Matthew’s Gospel - but not as edited highlights. Instead, each one of
them is placed into a specific context. 

As we have already seen, the Sermon on the Mount comes towards
the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry. In chapter 10, Matthew gives
the names of the twelve apostles chosen by Jesus, then says, ‘These
twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: ...’ (Matthew
10:5). The teaching in Matthew 13 is introduced with the words: ‘Such
large crowds gathered round him that he got into a boat and sat in it,
while all the people stood on the shore. Then he told them many things
in parables, saying: ...’ (Matthew 13:2-3). The teaching in Matthew 18
is sparked off by a specific question from one of the disciples: ‘Who is
the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?’ (Matthew 18:1). The major
discourse recorded in Matthew 24-25 comes soon after Jesus and his
disciples had visited the temple in Jerusalem. As they were walking
away from it, Jesus prophesied that one day it would be razed to the
ground. Later, when he was resting on the Mount of Olives, the
disciples asked him, ‘“Tell us ... when will this happen, and what will be
the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?”’ (Matthew 24:3). In
each case, the impression given is that the segment of teaching was
presented as a whole.

But there is an even more striking piece of contextual evidence.
Matthew concludes each of these teaching segments with an almost
identical phrase: ‘When Jesus had finished saying these things ...’
(Matthew 7:28); ‘After Jesus had finished instructing his twelve
disciples ...’ (Matthew 11:1); ‘When Jesus had finished these parables
...’ (Matthew 13:53); ‘When Jesus had finished saying these things ...’
(Matthew 19:1) and ‘When Jesus had finished saying all these things ...’
(Matthew 26:1).

These two factors, the opening context and the closing comment,
suggest that Matthew was putting historical markers in place, to make
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it clear why the particular segment of teaching was given and when it
came to an end. Why would he have ‘anchored’ the teaching fore and
aft in such a way had this not been the case?

What is more, the fact that teaching similar to that given in the
Sermon on the Mount is found elsewhere in the Gospels cannot
possibly prove that Matthew’s material is not original. Since this is not
a technical book there is neither need nor space to go into the fasci-
nating discussion as to the possible sources of the Gospel writers’
material. However, the insistence of some that whenever parallel
teaching is found we must immediately ask who did the borrowing
collapses in the face of the simple fact that every preacher with an
extensive ministry inevitably repeats himself. One famous eighteenth-
century minister is reported to have said that a sermon was not worth
preaching until it had been preached at least 50 times!  In the present
century R G Lee, the well-known American preacher is said to have
preached a sermon entitled ‘Pay Day Some Day’ over 1,000 times,
including once a year in his own church! Even if those particular
stories have grown with the telling, it would be amazing (strange even)
if Jesus never repeated, emphasized or underlined the seminal themes
found in what we could call his ‘inaugural address’.  Whether Jesus
was speaking in the city or in the country, to huge crowds or to small
groups, to the religious hierarchy or to unsophisticated country folk,
the spiritual needs of his hearers were the same, as was their ignorance
of the fundamental principles of the Kingdom of God. It would surely
be amazing were he to have addressed these issues only once and left all
his other audiences in the dark?

A further point in favour of treating these three chapters as an inte-
grated whole is that they have the ‘shape’ of a sermon. It is true that
neither Jesus nor Matthew actually called it one (the first person to do
so was probably the famous fifth-century North African theologian
Augustine) but it has all the characteristics of a formal discourse. There
is an overall theme; there is an introduction (and, as we shall see, an
attention-grabbing one at that!); then come several distinct but clearly
related points; finally, there is a powerful and dramatic climax, facing
its hearers with the inescapable issue of their own personal response to
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its message. Writing on this, the contemporary American preacher John
MacArthur calls the sermon ‘a great illustration of homiletics’ and adds
‘It has three points (you can’t get any better homiletics than that!); the
citizens of the kingdom, the righteousness of the kingdom, and an
exhortation to enter the kingdom. Then, in the last part of the chapter,
we see the effect of the sermon ... It flows beautifully from one thing to
another with magnificent transitions.’

MARKS OF AUTHORITY

Another clue that what we have here is a weighty, formal and integrated
statement is a phrase unfortunately omitted by the NIV but correctly
translated elsewhere by the words, ‘And opening his mouth he began to
teach them ...’ (Matthew 5:2, NASB).  As Jesus could not have taught
them without opening his mouth, why does Matthew use such an
elaborate phrase?

Some commentators have suggested that this is intended as an
instruction to preachers not to mumble or mutter in the pulpit, but the
idea that Jesus was giving an elocution lesson need hardly be taken
seriously. The important thing to notice is that this particular phrase
occurs in just two other places in the new Testament, and on both
occasions the context is particularly significant. When the Apostle
Philip had a remarkable encounter with an Ethiopian court official who
invited him to explain a passage from the Old Testament, ‘Philip
opened his mouth, and beginning from this Scripture he preached Jesus
to him’ (Acts 8:35, NASB).  When Peter was invited by a Roman army
officer Cornelius to preach to him and to his relatives and friends in
Caesarea Luke tells us, ‘And opening his mouth, Peter said: ...’ (Acts
10:34, NASB). Philip’s sermon sparked off a strategic advance in the
growing impact of the early church, while Peter’s sermon to Cornelius
marked a critical phase in releasing the gospel to the Gentiles. In both
cases this ‘opening of the mouth’ seems to highlight the significance of
the event. The same is certainly true when the phrase is used by
Matthew to introduce the Sermon on the Mount. What we seem to have
here is not a collection of ‘bits and pieces’ but a unified and structured
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statement which formed a launchpad for the three years of ministry to
follow. 

A final clue to the formality and cohesion of Matthew 5-7 is the fact
that Jesus ‘sat down’ (v 1) before he began preaching. In our contem-
porary Western culture, sitting down to speak is a very informal
practice, something done in a house meeting, at a picnic or in some
other small group. In Jesus’ day, however, exactly the opposite was true.
Jewish religious leaders were in the habit of standing or walking around
as they taught, but when they wanted to make an official statement, as
opposed to giving less formal teaching, they sat down; as Jesus was to
tell his disciples later, ‘“The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in
Moses’ seat”’ (Matthew 23:2). One expert has suggested that every
synagogue had a special chair called ‘Moses’ seat’ which was reserved
for the town’s leading religious teacher. Jesus himself reflected this
practice. Before teaching the series of major parables we noticed earlier,
he ‘got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore’
(Matthew 13:2); in Mark’s version of the major teaching segment
recorded in Matthew 18 we are told that it was given ‘sitting down’
(Mark 9:35, NASB); and the long statement about the end of the world
was delivered when Jesus was ‘sitting on the Mount of Olives’
(Matthew 24:3).

There are echoes of this in the way we speak of a professor’s chair at
a university. Matthew’s deliberate inclusion of the seemingly irrelevant
detail that Jesus sat down to teach is therefore a clue that the Sermon on
the Mount was marked not merely by solemnity but by authority. After
all, a professor’s studied statements on his chosen subject carry much
more weight than ideas thrown around by his students!

This sense of authority is heavily underlined in the text of the sermon
itself. Time and again Jesus opened up a subject with phrases such as
‘You have heard that it was said ...’ and ‘It has been said ...’ (Matthew
5:21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43), then clinched his own teaching with the
words, ‘But I tell you ...’ (Matthew 5:22, 28, 32, 34, 39, 44). What is the
significance of these phrases? To put it very simply, Jesus was
contrasting Jewish rabbis’ interpretation of the Old Testament with his
own, and making it crystal clear that his was correct. A great deal of

The Beatitudes for Today 19

Setting the Scene

Beatitudes for today - inners-2012 - pp1-137_BEATITUDES PART1 1-137  02/05/2012  17:28  Page 19



contemporary Jewish teaching on Old Testament law consisted of a
mishmash of interpretations and traditions handed down over the
centuries and which had become so confusing that, as the well-known
British preacher Martyn Lloyd-Jones puts it, ‘It was almost impossible
to tell at this time which was the law and which was the interpretation.’
For centuries, most of these laws had never been put into writing but
had been handed down from one generation to another by word of
mouth. When they were eventually codified into the Mishnah in the
third century AD the English version ran to 800 pages, while one
commentary on them, the Babylonian Talmud took up 60 volumes!

Over the centuries religious leaders had gradually turned the Old
Testament law into a jungle of petty rules and regulations. For example,
the fourth Commandment forbad work on the Sabbath, but what did
‘work’ mean?  The experts of Jesus’ day said that, unless the situation
was life-threatening, ‘work’ included giving medical help. Even if the
situation was life-threatening, one could do only enough to prevent a
patient getting worse; nothing could be done to make him any better.
For example, if a wall fell on someone, just enough rubble could be
removed to see whether the person was dead or alive. If the victim was
dead, the body had to be left where it was since removing it would
constitute work. If the victim was alive, another batch of regulations
came into play. A fractured limb must be left unattended. A wound
could be bandaged, but no ointment could be used. If a sprained ankle
was diagnosed, not a drop of water could be applied to it. Another
example underlines how ludicrous the interpretation of Sabbath law
had become: if a hen laid an egg on the Sabbath, this constituted work,
so the egg could not be eaten; if, however, the hen was being reared for
the table, an egg laid on the Sabbath could be eaten with a clear
conscience, as egg-laying was not deemed to be the hen’s main occu-
pation! 

THE LAST WORD

The contrast between that kind of nonsense and the clear, penetrating
statements Jesus made could hardly have been greater. Indeed, his
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words demonstrate that ‘he was claiming a unique authority’. Even Old
Testament prophets were in the habit of prefacing their sermons and
teaching with phrases such as ‘Hear the word of the Lord’ (Isaiah 1:10),
‘This is what the Lord says’ (Jeremiah 51:1) and ‘Listen to what the
Lord says’ (Micah 6:1). There was never any suggestion that they were
speaking on their own account, formulating their own principles,
issuing their own commands, making their own promises or giving
their own warnings. Instead, they were frequently at pains to insist that
they were only messengers. Yet when Jesus spoke he went one gigantic
step further and said, ‘I tell you’. Since he never once contradicted Old
Testament teaching - on the contrary, he specifically said, ‘“Do not
think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not
come to abolish them but to fulfil them”’ (Matthew 5:17) - we are
driven to the conclusion that he was claiming the exclusive right to
interpret what the Word of God said, and to do so infallibly. 

But surely this is God’s prerogative?  Precisely! And the claim Jesus
made for his exposition of the Old Testament is nothing less than an
affirmation of his deity. Martyn Lloyd-Jones makes the point well: ‘He
was not a mere man; he was not a mere expounder of the law or just
another scribe or Pharisee, or prophet. He was infinitely more than
that, he was God the Son in the flesh presenting the truth of God ...
Everything we have in this Sermon on the Mount must be accepted as
coming from the Son of God himself ...’

One of the New Testament writers strikingly confirms this: ‘In the
past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times
and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his
Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made
the universe’ (Hebrews 1:1-2). God had revealed himself progressively
through many Old Testament servants; now in the person of the Lord
Jesus Christ he was giving a revelation that is unique, final and
complete. As the American scholar Simon Kistemaker comments,
‘When Jesus finally came, he brought the very Word of God because he
is the Word of God.’ That being so, we should hardly be surprised to
read that at the end of the sermon, ‘ ... the crowds were amazed at his
teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their
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teachers of the law’ (Matthew 7:28-29).    As we study the Beatitudes,
we must do so on the understanding that the One who spoke these
words has the same divine authority today. 
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