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INTRODUCTION: 

SALT AND LIGHT IN A NEEDY WORLD 
 
     In the book of Daniel, in the Old Testament, we read about four young men who were 

taken captive from their homes in Jerusalem and transported to the land of Babylon. 

There in Babylon they were taught the literature, language, and customs of the 

Babylonians. The goal of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, was to fully integrate 

these young men into the culture – to make them walk, talk, act, and think like 

Babylonians. Daniel and his friends personally served the king and therefore were in the 

arena of scrutiny daily. Yet, in spite of this scrutiny and even life-threatening persecution 

Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were  sterling examples of young men who 

remained faithful to the Lord God and were “salt and light” in that godless culture. It is 

obvious that these young men came from homes where they were taught to love and obey 

God. They were given moral guidance in their homes. 

 

     Throughout the book of Daniel we follow these young men as they grow older and 

their faith is challenged. Will they give in to the godless ways of the culture or will they 

stay true to God? Even when they faced the threat of death in the lions’ den and the fiery 

furnace, they resolved to remain faithful to God and to His teaching. Time and again, we 

read how God ‘blessed’ them.  

 

     But it appears they made the greatest impact in their daily lives. God often gave 

Daniel visions about the future. After one such vision, Daniel was overcome because he 

understood the terrible future suffering that would come upon his own Jewish people and  

the world due to their unfaithfulness to God. But, after this vision, there is a short 

statement by Daniel that, at first glance, may seem insignificant. Daniel said, “And I 

Daniel, was overcome and lay sick for some days. Then I rose and went about the king’s 

business…”i If we thoughtfully consider that statement, we will come to realize that it is 

chocked full of teaching for Christians living in a post-Christian culture as we are today. 

 

     After Daniel’s dramatic encounter with the Lord in prayer, he went back to the office 

to take care of all of his responsibilities. And Christopher Wright notes: “The 

ordinariness of this response is astonishing.”ii What does Wright mean by this statement? 

Daniel spent much time in prayer with God – he was a man of prayer.  That is where God 

revealed His will and His ways to Daniel. That is where Daniel was fortified to live a 

godly life in spite of his circumstances.  God would have Daniel and you and me to be 

faithful and upright in our ordinary daily responsibilities and circumstances. That is 

where people will see and experience God’s work in us - His Holy Spirit living in and 

through us. That is where they will see and come to understand that there is another way 

to live other than the ungodly way the world espouses.  

 

     The world desperately needs Christians to be authentic Christians! But that doesn’t 

mean we isolate ourselves from people in the world. Daniel and his companions 

understood the culture in which they lived and had to function in that culture. And yet 

they did not share the belief system of that culture. God has called His people to be an 
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authentic Christian counter-culture.  The theme of the entire Bible from beginning to end 

is that God has called His people to be a holy people, “in the world, but not of the world.” 

We are to be holy and different in our character and in our conduct.  

 

     When God rescued the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, He made a covenant with 

them. Scripture tells us: “And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Speak to the people of 

Israel and say to them, I am the Lord your God. You shall not do as they do in the land of 

Egypt, where you lived, and you shall not do as they do in the land of Canaan, to which I 

am bringing you. You shall not walk in their statutes. You shall follow my rules and keep 

my statues and walk in them. I am the Lord your God” (Leviticus 18:1-4).  

 

     But, sadly, throughout the centuries that followed, the people of Israel did not 

reverence the fact that they were God’s holy people. It meant very little to them. They 

wanted to be like the world around them and adapted the life-styles and the thinking of 

these people. 

 

     And the word that we read in the New Testament for Christians today is, “But you are 

a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that 

you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his 

marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you 

had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy” (1 Peter 2:9-10). 

  

      As Christians, we are not to take our cues for how we should live from those around 

us. Time and again God warned His people, “Learn not the way of the nations… for the 

customs of the peoples are vanity” (Jeremiah 10:12a, 3a). Like God’s people in the Old 

Testament, we too understand the pressures they felt - the desire to fit in with our culture. 

In this day of political correctness we understand all too well peer pressures whether they 

be political, ideological, moral or spiritual.  

 

     Statistics reveal that one of the most obvious facts about a large majority of Christians 

in North America today is that they are no different from anybody else in their culture.  

However, when Christians live like the world, they are contradicting their true identity. 

God calls His people, those who have been born again through His Son, Jesus Christ, to, 

“Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory 

to your Father in heaven.”iii God calls His people to be a counter-culture, a holy people – 

not a legalistic people, nor angry and condemning people, but people, who, through their 

attitudes and actions are salt and light in the world!  

 

     What is the reason for this failure of Christians to be distinctly Christ-like? There are 

numerous reasons of course. But I would say one of the main causes is our attitude 

toward God’s Word. Many Christians do not know the Word of God and if they do, they 

don’t take it seriously. The Bible is God’s Word - it is our textbook for how to know God 

and how to live. It is our only authority.  I am deeply troubled by the attitude of many 

Christians today who rely on subjective experiences. They say things such as, “I like that 

book or that movie because it speaks to my feelings – to my experiences.” Since the 

movie or book touched their feelings or made them cry, they think it must be the real 
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thing. They do this even when the teaching of these sources is diametrically opposed to 

the teaching of God’s Word!  

 

     The counsel of the world is to follow wherever your feelings and attractions lead. That 

is exactly what Satan told Eve in the Garden of Eden and the consequences were fatal. 

We must not “make up” our own rules and ideas for how we are to live because, in our 

sinful natures, this will always lead us down the path of destruction.  

 

     If we don’t know God’s Word or choose to obey it, we can easily be swept into the 

thinking and conduct of the secular world. Daily, even moment by moment, with the 

advent of modern technology, we are being bombarded with the philosophies of the 

world that are contrary to God’s design for how we are to live. We are reminded daily 

that the world has changed. Yes, that is true, and that in its self should open our eyes to 

the truth. Although the world’s philosophies are constantly changing, God’s Word has 

not changed nor will it ever change! The Bible is God-breathed, and is relevant to every 

age and culture. 

 

The Sermon on the Mount 
     You may say, “I want to live for Christ and make a difference, but I’m not sure what it 

means to be an authentic Christian. I get confused sometimes with all the messages 

coming at me from the world.” And that is why the study of the Sermon on the Mount is 

so relevant for us in this disconcerting day in which we live. John H.W. Stott wrote 

concerning Jesus’ sermon:  

 

     “The Sermon on the Mount is the most complete delineation anywhere in the New 

Testament of the Christian counter-culture. Here is a Christian value-system, ethical 

standard, religious devotion, attitude to money, ambition, life-style and network of 

relationships – all of which are totally at variance with those of the non-Christian world. 

And this Christian counter-culture is the life of the kingdom of God, a fully human life 

indeed but lived out under the divine rule.”iv  

      

     “The sermon on the Mount … makes goodness attractive. It shames our shabby 

performance. It engenders dreams of a better world… For Jesus did not give us an 

academic treatise calculated merely to stimulate the mind. I believe he meant his Sermon 

on the Mount to be obeyed. Indeed, if the church realistically accepted his standards and 

values as here set forth, and lived by them, it would be the alternative society he always 

intended it to be, and would offer to the world an authentic Christian counter-culture.”v  

 

The Sermon on the Mount Recorded in Matthew and in Luke 

     Theologians have referred to the sermon that Jesus preached in Matthew 5:1-7:29 as 

the “Sermon on the Mount,” because the mountain seems to be the location where Jesus 

preached this sermon. There is a very similar sermon recorded in Luke 6:17-49, but it is 

referred to by some theologians as the “Sermon on the Plain,” because Luke indicates 

Jesus and his disciples were on a level place when he preached that sermon.  
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     Is Luke’s account the same account as the sermon found in the book of Matthew?  Is it 

possible that Matthew and Luke recorded the same sermon that Jesus preached, but each 

summarized the sermon and emphasized different points? Why does Matthew refer to the 

mountain and Luke the plain as the location of the sermon? Is it possible that Jesus came 

part way down the mountain and stood on a level place? This could account for both 

Matthew’s and Luke’s description of the location. 

 

     In both Matthew and in Luke, the Sermon on the Mount occurs immediately after 

Jesus had chosen His twelve disciples.  

 

A Major Theme of the Sermon on the Mount: The Kingdom of Heaven 

     Before we begin the study of the Sermon on the Mount, I think we need to understand 

what the “kingdom of heaven” means since it is a major theme of Jesus’ sermon. 

      

     In the Old Testament there are not only prophecies concerning the coming of Jesus to 

earth, but there are also prophecies concerning the man who would be the messenger that 

went before Jesus. The man that God had chosen for that task was John the Baptist, 

Jesus’ cousin. As chapter three of the Gospel of Matthew opens we read, “In those days 

John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, ‘Repent for the kingdom of 

heaven is at hand.’ “For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, 

‘The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord: make his paths 

straight.’” 1  

 

     Shortly after John’s announcement, Jesus began His public ministry here on earth with 

similar words, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”vi  Both John and Jesus 

referred to the “kingdom of heaven.” So what is the “kingdom of heaven” and what did 

John and Jesus mean by this statement?  

 

The Kingdom of Heaven and the Kingdom of God  

  First, when you read through the gospels you will come across the terms “the kingdom 

of heaven” and “the kingdom of God.” These terms refer to the same thing – there is no 

difference between the two.  Matthew used the expression, “kingdom of heaven” since 

his audience was primarily Jews and they avoided the direct use of God’s name because 

it was sacred. However, the rest of the gospel writers used the expression, “kingdom of 

God.” 

 

Prophecy Concerning the King of the Kingdom 

     In the Old Testament, in the book of Jeremiah, God gave a prophecy of a coming king 

(Jesus) who would rule in righteousness. He said to His people, “Behold the days are 

coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch and he 

shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the 

land.”vii  This prophecy was fulfilled when the angel Gabriel announced to Mary she was 

to bear a son. He said, “Behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you 

shall call his name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. 

                                                 
1 In kingdoms of old, a messenger was sent to villages to announce the arrival of the king. He would make 

sure the roads were passable, and prepare the people for the king’s coming. 
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And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over 

the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”viii 

 

The Kingdom Came With Jesus Christ 

     Therefore, when Jesus began His public ministry, and declared, “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand,” He was announcing that He was the long-awaited 

Messiah, the righteous King that God had promised. This was a turning - point in history. 

The kingdom of heaven was a reality which was there in the person of Jesus Christ and in 

His ministry. The kingdom of heaven has come in Jesus and with Jesus. 

 

     When a newly elected president of the United States comes into office, he stands in 

the White House and announces what his presidency will look like. He proclaims what he 

will do concerning the economy, safety, insurance, taxes, and many other issues that 

concern the people. Whether those things come to pass is another story.  

 

     But when Jesus began His kingdom - His ministry, He stood up in the synagogue, 

unrolled the scroll from the book of Isaiah and read: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to 

proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those 

who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Then he said to the people 

there that day, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”ix  

 

     Therefore, with these two statements, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand,” 

and the passage from Isaiah, Jesus announced that His kingdom would be built upon 

repentance and good news.  He liberated people from their bondage to sin. He caused the 

blind to see, the lame to walk, the deaf to hear; demons were cast out and the dead were 

raised. Jesus had the authority to forgive the sins of people. Jesus’ miraculous works were 

proof of the coming of His kingdom. He came to seek and to save the lost and to give His 

life as a ransom for you and me. Jesus’ kingdom was on a much higher plane than any 

earthly kingdom, for His kingdom is a spiritual kingdom that gets to the root of the 

problems of humankind and offers the ultimate answer in the person of Jesus Christ!  

 

The Kingdom is Here Now 

          Nearly all of Jesus’ teaching and in particular His parables were on the topic of 

“the kingdom of heaven.” So the kingdom of heaven began with Jesus Christ and His 

ministry on earth. Jesus has returned to heaven for now, but His kingdom continues and 

is manifested in the world today through the Holy Spirit, through the proclamation of the 

gospel and through people who are part of God’s kingdom.  

 

     Jesus told numerous parables concerning the kingdom of heaven. In one of those 

parables He said, “The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took 

and sowed in his field. It is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown it is larger 

than all the garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make 

nests in its branches.” x The small mustard seed sprouts and grows far beyond what one 

would expect by simply looking at its size.  But God has placed within it an inward 

power which makes it grow and multiply through all sorts of obstacles. So the gospel of 
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the kingdom of heaven begins small, but grows and spreads throughout all the earth - to 

every nation and every tongue through the mighty power of the Holy Spirit.  

 

     Each day, throughout the world, in every language, and every situation, God’s 

kingdom is growing!  Through the ministry of missionaries, and God’s people wherever 

they may be; in war, famine, disease, prisons and in high and privileged places – God’s 

kingdom is growing! In your own family, small Bible study group, church and 

neighborhood, you have seen people come into God’s kingdom. Nothing will thwart the 

growth of God’s kingdom here on earth.  

 

The Kingdom Will Come 

     The kingdom of God has come and the kingdom will come. There is a future aspect to 

God’s kingdom. Jesus Christ has returned to heaven, but He has told us in His Word that 

He will return some day and set up His physical kingdom here on earth (Revelation 

19:11-16).  Jesus Christ will reign on earth for a thousand years.   

      

     After Jesus’ thousand years reign on earth, Satan will be released from his prison for a 

period of time and there will be a great battle on earth between the saints and Satan’s 

forces. But God will send a great fire down from heaven and will consume Satan’s 

forces. Satan and all his followers will be thrown into the lake of fire for all eternity 

(Revelation 20:7-15).  

 

     The next scene we see takes place in the holy city – the new Jerusalem. We read, “… 

[T]he throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him. 

They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And night will be no 

more. They will need no light or lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and 

they will reign forever and ever” (Revelation 22:3b-5). 

 

 

The Meaning of the Kingdom of Heaven 

     So, how is the phrase, “the kingdom of heaven,” used in the gospels and what does it 

mean for you and me? Theologian, Michael Green, states, “It expresses the ultimate 

sovereignty of God over his world… it stakes a claim: we, his creatures, should serve the 

King…It describes the realm in which his kingly rule is acknowledged. Thus you enter 

the kingdom, you are a child of the kingdom, you receive the kingdom by responding to 

his kingly rule and surrendering to the King.”xi   

 

The Character of the Kingdom 

     The character of the kingdom of God is very radical and upside-down from the 

character of the kingdom of this world. The ruler of the kingdom of heaven is God, our 

heavenly Father. Jesus taught us to pray: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. 

Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:9-10).  

 

     The King of the kingdom is God Almighty and we are to revere Him and give Him the 

highest honor. We are to pray and work that God’s kingdom, which is a righteous 

kingdom, will advance here on earth – in our own hearts and in the lives of others. But at 
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the same time, the King is our loving Father who cares for our every need and with whom 

we have a loving and intimate relationship. 

 

     Compare God’s kingdom with the kingdoms of this world. I could name many rulers 

of countries (kingdoms) in our world today who care nothing for their citizens. Just 

recently we heard a news report that the president of Syria had gassed many of his own 

people. Other rulers are starving people in their own country and driving them out of their 

homes. Some rulers are causing great shortages of foods and necessities of life because of 

their own greed.   

 

     The Jews had a false, materialistic concept of the kingdom of heaven. They thought 

the Messiah was coming to set up His kingdom and deliver them from bondage to the 

Roman Empire. They thought the answer to all their woes was political or material. We 

can see that kind of thinking in our country today. We tend to think that if we get the 

right leaders in office, all will be well. They will provide us with good insurance, with 

lower taxes, with protection, with freedom to live as we please and so forth. Certainly 

many of these things are needed in a healthy society.  

 

     However, there is something much more critical than our external, material needs. 

And that is our spiritual need. Jesus came to establish the kingdom of God which is a 

spiritual kingdom. It has to do with our hearts, minds, attitudes, and actions. It teaches us, 

that as Christians, we are to be salt and light in this world and glorify Him. It teaches us 

how we may have the blessings of God on our lives. 

 

     The apostle Paul wrote, “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and 

drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17).  

God’s kingdom is centered on the spiritual. It is the spirit of man that needs to be 

redeemed – to be born again. That will impact every other area of our lives.   

      

     Jesus said, “But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these 

things will be added to you” (Matthew 6:33). We are to put God and His kingly rule at 

the top of our priorities and we will find that God takes care of the necessities of life.  

 

     I want to say something very personal about living in God’s kingdom. It has been for 

me as Jesus said in His parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, 

which a man found and covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and 

buys that field” (Matthew 13:44).  Sixty years ago I found “that treasure” when I gave 

my heart and life to Jesus Christ. I have found that there is no other experience, position, 

person, or riches – nothing on earth that can compare to the treasure of knowing Christ 

and being part of His kingdom! It is the most precious, secure place we can be! We are 

bathed in God’s love daily, and protected by His mighty power. Nothing can touch us 

without our heavenly Father’s permission. Does it mean that we will never suffer? No, 

but it does mean that we are in the “hollow” of God’s hand and He will always provide 

what we need when we suffer. 
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     Living in God’s kingdom means precious and meaningful fellowship with our King 

and with other kingdom dwellers.  When we have joys and sorrows, illnesses and 

healings, victories and defeats, we share these and the burdens are lightened and the joys 

are multiplied!  We share with people who are one in the Spirit with us. 

 

How You May Enter the Kingdom 

     As I write there is much discussion about how immigrants may legally enter our 

United States and what their status is once they enter. I think we can gain some insight 

into what citizenship in the kingdom of God means by looking at this living example of 

immigration that is before us.  

 

     Just as there is a legal way to enter our U.S., God’s Word teaches that there is only 

one way to enter God’s kingdom. Jesus told Nicodemus, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 

unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”xii And in John 14:6, Jesus 

said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 

through me” You may enter God’s kingdom only through His Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus is 

both the door to God’s kingdom and the embodiment of the kingdom. When you place 

your trust in Jesus Christ as Savior, the Bible says you are “born again.” It is not a 

physical rebirth, but a spiritual rebirth. Colossians 1:13-14 tells us that at that point, “He 

[Jesus] has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom 

of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 

 

     When immigrants legally enter our country, they are to be under the authority of our 

government and obey our laws. When you are born again and transferred from the 

domain of darkness and transferred to the kingdom of God, you are to surrender your life 

to God’s kingly rule and obey Him, because you love Him.   

 

     When immigrants become citizens of the United States, they are to seek the welfare of 

our country. They are not to plot against our country. As citizens of God’s kingdom, we 

are to “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be 

added to you.”xiii  That is the key thing in our lives. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t 

conscientiously attend to the daily needs in life, but we aren’t to be so consumed with 

worry about them that they crowd out our primary reason for living. 

 

     Now that we are citizens of God’s kingdom, we are to “… [W]alk in a manner worthy 

of the God, who calls you into His own Kingdom and glory.” xiv And that is what Jesus is 

teaching here in His first sermon, the Sermon on the Mount. The sermon deals with the 

character and the behavior of people who have had the amazing privilege and blessing of 

being delivered from the domain of darkness and transferred to the kingdom of God’s 

beloved Son. “New birth leads to new behavior. New life leads to a new lifestyle.”xv  

 

Sermon on the Mount: Describes the Life of a Christian 

    Now we return to the topic of the Sermon on the Mount as a whole. In this sermon, 

Jesus describes the life of a Christian because only one who has been born of the Spirit of 

God can be this kind of person and live this kind of life. Paul wrote, “For this I toil, 

struggling with all His [Jesus] energy that He powerfully works within me.”xvi Many 
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people look at the Sermon on the Mount and think there is no way they can live up to 

these virtues. And, on our own, we cannot. However, Paul said that he struggled, not with 

all his personal energy, but with all Jesus’ energy that He powerfully works within us. 

Will we be perfect in character and behavior? No, because we still live in this body of 

flesh, but we will become more and more like Christ as we allow His Holy Spirit to 

powerfully work within us.   

      

     Throughout the Sermon on the Mount the contrast is drawn between Christian and 

non-Christian character and behavior. Jesus does this to demonstrate how God’s ways are 

so much more righteous and perfect than those of the world. And therein is the struggle 

for you and me. Many times the pull of the world and our personal desires will battle 

within us against Jesus’ authority.    

 

     But Jesus did not preach this sermon in order to produce guilt or a sense of 

hopelessness in us. The sermon sets before us what the Lord intends our lives to be – and 

with His power, what we indeed can be here and now! 

 

     Let me give an illustration of what it is like when a child of God refuses to be and live 

like a child of God! Suppose a family adopts an orphan from a war-torn country. The 

child is brought to her new home where she has plenty of clean water to drink and in 

which to bathe. She has an abundance of good and healthy food. All of her physical and 

material needs are provided. Her new parents love her and teach her the ways of their 

family. But if she rejects their love and authority and her new way of life, and insists on 

wearing rags, drinking from sewers, and stealing food, she will miss out on the blessings 

of her new life.  

 

     And so it is with those who have been born again into God’s kingdom. Why would we 

want to go back to the old way of life? Why, when we have been adopted into God’s 

family and all the blessings He has for us, would we want to return to a sinful and 

degrading way of life? 

 

Two Major Points that Depict the Christian Life 

     “There is a kind of logical sequence in this Sermon [Sermon on the Mount]. Not only 

that, there is certainly a spiritual order and sequence. Our Lord does not say these things 

accidentally; the whole thing is deliberate. Certain postulates are laid down, and on the 

basis of those, certain other things follow.”xvii 

 

The sermon is divided into two major points that depict the Christian life. 

 

1. A Christian’s character (Matthew 5:3-12) 

The first point of the Sermon on the Mount is the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes emphasize 

Christian character and the blessing that is promised to those who exhibit these 

characteristics. There are eight Beatitudes and these are covered in lessons 1-3. 

 

2. A Christian’s Walk (Matthew 5:13-7:27) 
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The second point of Jesus Sermon on the Mount is the Christian’s Walk. Jesus addresses 

the Christian’s influence in the world as well as her righteousness, her dutifulness, her 

ambition, her relationships and her commitment. These are covered in lessons 4-11.  

 

Questions Surrounding the Sermon on the Mount 

      A number of questions will come to mind as we study this Sermon on the Mount.  

To whom does it apply? Is it practical today? Are these blessings a reality for the believer 

now (in the present) or for the future? Do the beatitudes teach a doctrine of salvation by 

human effort and good works?   

 

1. “To whom does the Sermon on the Mount apply?” 

      Many people have concluded that the standards put forth by Christ in this sermon are 

unattainable and therefore must apply to Christians in the future Millennial period (1000 

year reign) when Jesus comes to earth to set up His earthly Kingdom.xviii But, if that were 

true, it would mean that, not only does the Sermon on the Mount not apply to Christians 

today, but that we should not be concerned with any of Jesus’ teaching since all of His 

teaching is rooted in this sermon. In addition, the teaching of Jesus’ Sermon on the 

Mount is found in many of the New Testament epistles. So if we were to ignore the 

Sermon on the Mount, then we must ignore much of the rest of the New Testament as 

well.  

 

     No, the Sermon on the Mount is meant for all Christians of all ages to read and to put 

into practice. When Jesus came in flesh to earth, He came to establish His spiritual 

kingdom. The Kingdom of God that Jesus refers to in this sermon is spiritual. There are 

many needs in our world today just as there were in Jesus’ time. There are political 

upheavals, ideological differences, extreme poverty and critical physical needs. But the 

greatest need of humankind is spiritual – it is the heart and mind of people that need 

God’s regeneration. “For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and 

forfeits his soul? Of what shall a man give in return for his soul?” xix If every other need 

of man was met and yet his soul was not redeemed, what good would the rest do him? 

 

2.  Is the Sermon on the Mount practical? 

     The second question is, “Are these teachings of Jesus practical?” That is, do they 

really work in our modern world?  Take the statement, “Blessed are the meek, for they 

shall inherit the earth.” We might respond, “Are you kidding me? If you don’t assert 

yourself in this world you will not get anywhere! I’ve tried being meek and I just got 

trampled on!” And it may be true that people will not always respond well to you being 

considerate, or gentle. But, Jesus isn’t saying others will always respond positively to 

your meekness. I believe that is where we get confused in interpreting Jesus’ teaching.  

 

    Through out the study of this sermon, we must remember this fact - God is the One 

who determines the outcome of your obedience – not other people. God says the meek are 

blessed by Him! As we are obedient to God and gentle in our attitude toward others, God, 

in His marvelous way of working all things together for our good, will cause us to receive 

the blessings He has prepared for us – “to inherit the earth.” I have seen this truth lived 

out in my own life. The times I have demanded my own way at the expense of others, 
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things did not turn out well. There was division and anger and I certainly did not feel as 

though I had been blessed by God. But the times I have been obedient to Jesus’ teaching 

to be meek, even though others did not necessarily respond positively at the moment, I 

have marveled at how God worked all things together for good xx and blessed me! 

 

     We often look at Jesus’ teachings and answer that question with another question such 

as, “How will others respond to meekness?” Rather, what Jesus wants us to see is not 

how others will respond to our meekness, but how God responds to it. As Christians, we 

should live always with the awareness that it is God we are to please. That will avoid 

much anger in our lives. 

 

3. “Are these blessings a reality for the believer now (in the present) or for the future?”     

     They are both. In verses 3-11, each blessing is expressed in the present tense, while in 

verse 12, “Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven….” is of course for the 

future. As one theologian put it, “We enjoy the first-fruits now; the full harvest is yet to 

come.”xxi 

 

4. “Do the beatitudes teach a doctrine of salvation by human effort and good works?” 

     Emphatically, no! Martin Luther states, “Christ is saying nothing in this Sermon about 

how we become Christians, but only about the works and fruit that no one can do unless 

he already is a Christian and in a state of grace.”xxii  This sermon is spoken to people who 

have already repented (Matthew 4:17) and received forgiveness – those who have come 

into Christ’s kingdom.     

 

Principles Which Should Govern the Interpretation of this Sermonxxiii  

     When we are interpreting this Sermon, there are certain principles that we should keep 

in mind. 

 

Principle #1.  

The Sermon on the Mount is a description of the character and behavior of a Christian 

and not a code of ethics or morals which are to be “checked off” by us. That would be 

pure legalism – like the Pharisees. They thought if they kept a list of rules they would 

please God. But they rejected God’s Son, Jesus, and had no love in their hearts for Him 

or for others. As we “abide with Jesus,” that is, walk, talk, love and obey Him, He says 

we will bear much fruit. We will find these “kingdom characteristics” are more and more 

evident in our lives. 

 

Principle #2.  

Beware of making these injunctions ridiculous. Each particular admonition is not to be 

applied mechanically. That is not the way we are to look at these injunctions – as if they 

are strict rules for every situation. This is where so many people get off track. That is 

how the Pharisees got into trouble.  In Matthew 12:9-13 we read that the Pharisees 

criticized Jesus for healing a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath. One of the Ten 

Commandments says: “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall 

labor, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it 

you shall not do any work…” (Exodus 20:8-9) The Pharisees interpreted that passage to 
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mean that, since Jesus had healed a man on the Sabbath, He was working on the Sabbath 

and consequently had sinned. 

 

Therefore Jesus said to them: “Which one of you who has a sheep, if it falls into a pit on 

the Sabbath, will not take hold of it and lift it out. Of how much more value is a man than 

a sheep! So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” xxiv Jesus was not suggesting people 

should break the law or treat it carelessly. However, He emphasized the love and the 

intent of the law rather than the letter of the law. 

 

Let me give an example. Several years ago a number of us Christians were discussing 

Matthew 5:38-39. That passage states, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an 

eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ “But I say to you, do not resist the one who is evil. But if 

anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” One of the men in the 

group interpreted that passage strictly by the letter of the law. He said if an intruder 

entered his home with the intent of doing harm to his family, he would not defend his 

wife and children and he used this verse to support his point. That is totally ridiculous! 

The intent of Matthew 5:38 is that as Christians, we should not live by an attitude of 

retaliation – that should not be our reaction to others.   

 

For example, if someone cuts you off in traffic, you should not retaliate by cutting him 

off or with some obscene gesture. This is something we battle daily. Just a few days ago, 

someone stepped in front of me in the line at the grocery store when I was clearly first. 

My first inward and fleshly reaction was of retaliation. But thankfully, the Holy Spirit 

nudged me and I was gracious in allowing her to go first. Then I said to the Lord, “Thank 

You for helping me not to outwardly react in like kind as she treated me, but, Father, help 

me to get to the point where I don’t even want to retaliate!”    

 

Principle #3.  

Beware of interpreting any part of the Sermon on the Mount as being impossible. If you 

regard any injunction in the Sermon on the Mount as being impossible, you are most 

likely misunderstanding it.  

 

Many of those who are preachers and teachers (including myself) have frequently 

isolated passages from Jesus’ sermon and taught on that subject alone. However, in 

writing the study on Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount as a whole, I have found that those 

isolated passages of Scripture have taken on new meaning.  You will discover that each 

of Jesus’ teachings builds on His previous teaching and each following teaching. In other 

words, there is brilliant continuity throughout this sermon. Jesus does teach on different 

themes, but they are all tied together. It is not a sermon of isolated thoughts as we have 

been inclined to think.  

 

Closing:   The Sermon on the Mount is the life to which Jesus calls us. He has made this 

very plain in His teaching. It is not an easy life, but it is a life of immeasurable blessings, 

challenges and fruitfulness. May the essence of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount be the desire 

of our hearts and the pattern for all we are and all we do. My prayer is that, more and 
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more, we will be light that leads others to Jesus, and salt that has influence for good in 

this world. 

 
(As I have reviewed my study, I realize many of my illustrations center around our life in 

Ecuador once again. I hope you don’t grow weary of those. Our life there was filled with 

many valuable spiritual lessons. The culture of the Quichua Indians seems so similar to 

the culture in which Jesus lived that sometimes it seems to me that Jesus was in Ecuador 

when He wrote!) 
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Questions for Introduction: 

 
1.   Daniel and his three friends were taken captive from their homes in Jerusalem and 

transported to the land of Babylon. There in Babylon they were in the arena of scrutiny 

daily, yet in spite of this scrutiny and even life-threatening persecution they were sterling 

examples of young men who remained faithful to the Lord God.  They were “salt and 

light” in that godless culture.  Read Daniel 1:8-20 and answer the following questions. 

 

(a) Daniel didn’t want to eat food from the king’s table because at that time, some of the 

food that the Babylonians ate was considered unclean for the Jews or else had been 

offered to idols. Or, maybe Daniel and his friends felt like they didn’t want to get used to 

eating such sumptuous food because it would be a snare to them. Whatever the reason, if 

we, like Daniel, are to be salt and light it may mean we have to take a stand against some 

accepted norms in our culture that, for us, are against our convictions. How do we handle 

that and remain salt and light?  How did Daniel do this? (Daniel 1:8)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

(b)  Daniel and his friends could have been killed for rejecting the king’s command that 

they eat the food from his table. I’m sure Daniel prayed much about his decision to even 

ask permission from the chief of the eunuchs to do this. How did God bless and help 

Daniel in his decision? (Daniel 1:9)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. As salt and light in our world, we want to be genuine Christians and remain firm in our 

convictions, but, at the same time, if possible, consider how this will impact others. How 

did Daniel work out a solution with the chief of the eunuchs that allowed Daniel and his 

friends to remain faithful to God and yet that brought no harm to the chief? (Daniel 1:10-

16)  
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3. The first twelve verses of the Sermon on the Mount are called the “Beatitudes” because 

they all begin with the word ‘blessed’. The Beatitudes emphasize Christian character and 

the blessing that is promised to those who exhibit these godly characteristics. Sometimes 

we tend to overlook the blessings that God promises to those who love and honor Him 

and when we do, we miss the blessing! Daniel and his friends honored God in their lives 

and God blessed them. How did God bless them? (Daniel 1:17-20)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Sum up how John H.W. Stott describes the Sermon on the Mount? (p.6)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. “The kingdom of heaven” is one of the central themes of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  

He refers to the “kingdom of heaven” time and time again. How is the phrase, “the 

kingdom of heaven” used in the gospels and what does it mean for all Christians? (See: 

The Meaning of the Kingdom of Heaven, page 9)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Living in God’s Kingdom is a blessed life – not always easy or without strife and 

difficulties, but full of purpose, security and hope. What does it mean for you that you are 

part of the Kingdom of Heaven?  
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