
Intro  
Turn with me in your Bibles if you will to Matthew 5.  We’re going to spend the next 
20 weeks or so digging into what has become known in church history as the 
Sermon on the Mount, perhaps the most important address in all of Jesus’s earthly 
ministry.  Some of the most-quoted verses in all the Bible are found in these three 
chapters. 

Listen to just a few of the famous sound bites from Jesus’s longest sermon: 

Blessed are the pure in heart, 
for they will see God. (5:8) 

if anyone slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also.  (5:39b) 

“No one can serve two masters, since either he will hate one and love the other, or 
he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and 
money. (6:24) 

“Do not judge, so that you won’t be judged.” (7:1) 

 For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who 
knocks, the door will be opened. (7:7) 

Therefore, whatever you want others to do for you, do also the same for them, 
(7:12a) 
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Parts of the Sermon on the Mount are going to feel very familiar to you.  But that 
familiarity can be dangerous.  Commentator John Stott wrote, (The Sermon on the 
Mount is) probably the best known part of the teaching of Jesus, though 
arguably it is the least understood, and certainly it is the least obeyed.”  1

Indeed, much of what we study over the next 20 weeks will be difficult to obey.  Not 
difficult to interpret for the most part—as Jesus communicates with fantastic clarity—
but certainly difficult to obey.  But obedience is the only right response to the 
Sermon on the Mount. 

And it’s because of that difficult that I ask you to join me in prayerfully approaching 
the next 5 months.  I ask you to pray for me and for the other men who will be 
preaching that we can mimic the clarity, compassion, and boldness of Christ as we 
teach.  I ask you to pray for one another because there are many weeks where the 
teaching will be offensive to some.  All of us will be confronted with hard truths.  And 
it’s my prayer that those hard truths are both communicated and received in a way 
that is loving and contributes to our growth together as God’s church.  And really 
that’s the primary prayer.  That God will grow us from His Word.  What we are 
preparing to study has immense capacity to ruin your life—and I mean that in the 
best possible way.  

If you’ve had an up-and-down Christian journey.  You’ve had some good times 
where you’ve felt really close to the Lord and some times where you’ve knowingly 
strayed.  If you’ve got a habitual sin you’re dealing with, or guilt from your past, or 
relationship struggles of some kind—the Sermon the Mount will wreck all that mess if 
you’ll just allow God to work and be obedient to the truth. 

In fact, right now I’d just like to ask you to join me in praying for the next five months.   

 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/why-study-the-sermon-on-the-mount/1
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Pray 

Amen.  Ok, here’s our agenda for the next 30 minutes or so.  I want to help us get 
grounded in Matthew’s gospel so we can set the stage for what Jesus is doing in 
chapters 5-7.  So we’ll look at the Sermon on the Mount within the context of the 
Gospel of Matthew.  Then we’ll introduce Jesus’s teaching and His method, looking 
back just a little bit into chapter 4.  Lastly, we’ll see the beginning of the section we 
refer to as the beatitudes, which are the first glimpse we get of what we’ll call the 
Kingdom Characteristics of God’s people.   

Context and Setting 

Seeing the Sermon on the Mount in its native setting—the broader context of 
Matthew’s gospel—helps us view this sermon for what it’s really about.  Scholars and 
pastors have summarized the theme of the Sermon on the Mount in dozens and 
dozens of ways over the years but for me the most helpful way to simply state the 
aim of this text is that it is all about the heart. 

Jesus’s concern is for the heart of His hearers, of His disciples.  God’s desire is to be 
the king of your heart.  Some would say the Sermon on the Mount is about ethics, 
and I certainly believe there are ethical answers in the Sermon on the Mount.  But 
ethics are the outward manifestation of what is in the heart and Jesus is well aware 
of that.   

I found John MacArthur’s statement about the purpose of this sermon helpful:  

The thrust of the Sermon on the Mount is that the message and work of the King 
are first and most importantly internal and not external, and spiritual and moral 
rather than physical and political. Here we find no politics or social reform. His 
concern is for what men are, because what they are determines what they do. 
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What you are determines what you do.  One of the sayings that is often used in 
Biblical counseling circles is “We do what we do because we want what we want.”  
We sin because we want what sin offers, but the teaching of the Sermon on the 
Mount will plead with us to see that by placing Christ in the place of ultimate 
authority in your heart is the only way to be truly fulfilled.  When we follow our own 
heart and do what we want to do it leaves us empty and wanting more.  Christ never 
does! Christ is the good king who satisfies the deepest longings of our heart. 

And that’s what the context of Matthew shows us.  Matthew portrays Jesus as the 
Jewish King who was promised as the savior for God’s people in generations past.  
That’s why Matthew begins with a genealogy, to establish Jesus’ royal lineage all the 
way back to King David. 

There are certain movies I’m a sucker for and have no idea why.  One of them is A 
Knight’s Tale, and again I have no idea why but if I see it on I’m probably going to 
watch it.  It’s not high-quality cinema by any means.  It’s based loosely—very loosely—
on a work by Geoffrey Chaucer and it follows the story of a peasant who discovers 
that his master, Sir Ector, has died in the middle of a jousting tournament.   The 
peasant, William Thatchter (played by Heath Ledger) dons his armor and wins the 
tournament in his place.  Later, he decides to impersonate a nobleman so that he 
can further compete in jousting competitions.  To do so, he enlists the help of a 
writer to forge noble credentials for him.   He’s eventually exposed as a fake, which is 
exactly what the Pharisees would try to do with Jesus.  By the way, it’s good for us to 
recognize that the root of every sin is denying the Kingship of Jesus. 

But his noble credentials were flawless.  Matthew points to the authority of Christ in 
the earliest words of his gospel.  It is in Matthew, not Luke, that Magi—these 
important foreign dignitaries—visit the boy Jesus.  And in Matthew 3 we see the 
proclamation of the King in verse 17 after he is baptized by John a voice from 
heaven thunders, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased.” 
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Jesus first teaching is ripe with the language of the Kingdom—which is going to be 
extremely important for us to understand the Sermon on the Mount.  Look back one 
page at Matthew 4:17, “From then on Jesus began to preach, “Repent, because the 
kingdom of heaven has come near.” 

And in verse 23: Now Jesus began to go all over Galilee, teaching in their 
synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every 
disease and sickness among the people. 

One thing we should note about this Kingdom.  It’s not just a future reality.  The 
Kingdom of God is now.  If you belong to Christ you belong to the Kingdom.  Your 
physical address will change later, from Earth to Eternity, but your citizenship is in 
God’s Kingdom today.   

Matthew introduces Jesus as a king and His message is good news of a Kingdom.  
Matthew exposes his readers over-and-over again to a Jesus who is filled with the 
authority of a King, the one, true King as a matter of fact. 

Do you remember the beginning of the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18? Jesus 
came near and said to them, “All authority has been given to me in heaven and 
on earth.  

And it’s this authority that sets Jesus apart as the only one with a message that is 
worthy of your devotion.  Worthy, really, of your entire life.  And it is from that place 
of authority that Jesus will challenge our hearts in the Sermon on the Mount.  In 
doing so, He pulls no punches.  There is little sugar coating in the Sermon on the 
Mount.  How many of you when you’re reading a book will look at the ending before 
you finish?  It does tell you a lot about the story. 

Let’s read the end of the Sermon on the Mount together. 
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Matthew 7:24ff “Therefore, everyone who hears these words of mine and acts on 
them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 The rain fell, 
the rivers rose, and the winds blew and pounded that house. Yet it didn’t 
collapse, because its foundation was on the rock. 26 But everyone who hears 
these words of mine and doesn’t act on them will be like a foolish man who 
built his house on the sand. 27 The rain fell, the rivers rose, the winds blew and 
pounded that house, and it collapsed. It collapsed with a great crash.” 
28 When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were astonished at 
his teaching, 29 because he was teaching them like one who had authority, and 
not like their scribes. 

That’s incredibly bold! If you listen to me you’ll live but if you don’t you’ll die.  And 
then he drops the mic and walks away.  And even the crowd—the crowd mind you 
that did not ultimately follow him—recognized His authority! 

German theologian and World War II martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer noted this about 
the final few words of the Sermon on the Mount: 

He does not allow his hearers to go away and make of his sayings what they 
will, picking and choosing from them whatever they find helpful, and testing 
them to see if they work. He does not give them free rein to misuse his word 
with their mercenary hands, but gives it to them on condition that it retains 
exclusive power over them. Humanly speaking, we could understand and 
interpret the Sermon on the Mount in a thousand different ways. Jesus knows 
only one possibility: simple surrender and obedience, not interpreting it or 
applying it, but doing and obeying it.  2

 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich. The Cost of Discipleship . Touchstone. Kindle Edition. 2
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Put very simply, the Sermon on the Mount will teach us that Jesus wants the place of 
authority in your heart because He’s the only one who deserves it.   The context of 
Matthew shows us that. 

Now that we’re 20 minutes or so into our time together let’s actually see this 
morning’s text: 

5 When he saw the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and after he sat down, 
his disciples came to him. 2 Then he began to teach them, saying: 
3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
for the kingdom of heaven is theirs. 
4 Blessed are those who mourn, 
for they will be comforted. 
5 Blessed are the humble, 
for they will inherit the earth. 

Jesus as Teacher 
Let’s look first at Jesus’ method in verses 1-2.  Chapter 4 tells us Jesus went all over 
Galilee teaching, preaching, and healing.  That type of behavior was sure to draw a 
crowd.  So chapter 5 begins by telling us that Jesus, seeing this crowd, found a place 
where he could address them all together and he did so in a very deliberate fashion. 

Verse one points out that he sat down.  This is what a Rabbi would do when he was 
officially teaching.  Today, a professor stands and the class is seated to listen.  In the 
ancient world the tables were turned.  Most learning took place as a kind of lifestyle 
apprenticeship, so a teacher would regularly instruct off-handedly while walking or 
working with a pupil.  But when a teacher sat down to teach it was known that this 
was a formal time of instruction.  In Latin, the word cathedra means seat.  It’s where 
we get our word Cathedral from.  A Cathedral was the place where the bishop sat 
and taught. 
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When Jesus sits we’re told his disciples came to him.  The word for disciple here and 
all over the gospels is the word for learner.  We translate it disciples, but the literal 
meaning is learner.  So we see the teacher seated, the learners approach, and he 
begins teaching. 

None of this is by accident.  Jesus, here very early in his ministry, gives the Sermon 
on the Mount to teach his disciples very clearly what life in the Kingdom of God 
should look like.   

Not how you enter the Kingdom of God.  What Jesus will teach us about are 
characteristics of those in the Kingdom—or the conduct of Kingdom citizens, both in 
their hearts and their actions.  These characteristics don’t save—they’re characteristics 
of the saved.  That might sound like picking nits, but it’s very important.   

Matthew 5 tells us Jesus sat down to teach his disciples.  These men had already 
heard the call to come, follow me and they had responded to it.  We’re saved by 
grace through faith, not from works so that no one may boast according to 
Ephesians 2:8.  So it’s not the works that save, it’s 100 % by grace that we enter into 
the Kingdom.  And as citizens of this Kingdom we are different than the world 
around us. 

Listen to Jesus’ brother James explain this truth in James 2: 

14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but 
does not have works? Can such faith save him? 
15 If a brother or sister is without clothes and lacks daily food 16 and one of 
you says to them, “Go in peace, stay warm, and be well fed,” but you don’t give 
them what the body needs, what good is it? 17 In the same way faith, if it 
doesn’t have works, is dead by itself. 
18 But someone will say, “You have faith, and I have works.” Show me your faith 
without works, and I will show you faith by my works.  
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James is saying that your conversion should effect you so severely that it changes 
the way you act.  There are at least 50 imperatives—commands to do something or 
not do something—in the Sermon on the Mount.  It changes the very way that you 
think and act.  Other experiences are like this, aren’t they?  You don’t have to know 
my friends Steve Gordon or Howard Davenport very long to know that they served 
their country in Vietnam.  Many others in this room did, too.  Their lives were forever 
changed by that experience and it comes out in the things they do, in the stories 
they tell, even in the clothes they wear.   

Coming into the Kingdom of God changes us and the Sermon on the Mount gives 
us a profile of what Kingdom citizens are to be like.  So let’s see the first Kingdom 
characteristic 

Blessed are the Poor in Spirit 

The content of the Sermon on the Mount begins with a section known as the 
beatitudes from the Latin word that means blessed.  There are eight beatitudes from 
verses 3-12 with the last one starting in verse 10 and bleeding over into verses 
11-12.   The beatitudes share a common structure.  They come in three parts, the 
declaration of blessing, the characteristic of the blessed, and the reward. 

Literally translated the word for blessed here means happy.  That may surprise you 
given the depth of the things we’ll be talking about in the days ahead.  God is often 
falsely accused of being an enemy of happiness.  He’s painted as a cosmic killjoy  by 3

our culture.  Yet part of the good news of the gospels is that those in God’s kingdom 
have reason for a deep contented happiness that is completely cut off from 
circumstances.  God desires for His children a state of well-being and joy that totally 

MacArthur, John F. Matthew 1-28 MacArthur New Testament Commentary Four Volume Set (Macarthur New 3

Testament Commentary Serie) (Kindle Locations 3756-3757). Moody Publishers. Kindle Edition. 
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supersedes the temporary afflictions of this life.  That’s why Paul was able to write 
while chained to a Roman soldier in prison these words: 

12 I know both how to make do with little, and I know how to make do with a 
lot. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being content—
whether well fed or hungry, whether in abundance or in need. 13 I am able to 
do all things through him who strengthens me.  (Philippians 4:12—13) 

God’s people should be the happiest people on the planet.  What are these happy 
Kingdom people like?  Let’s keep digging, shall we? 

Happy, then, are the poor in spirit.  We find out that right off the bat, God’s idea of 
happiness and the world’s are very different, don’t we?  It takes some 
reprogramming of our mind to understand that everything you need to be happy in 
life you already have.  When we live in a world where every single marketing strategy 
is built on the one simple principle that you won’t be happy until you have new 
product X, it’s counterintuitive to think that we have access to all we need for 
happiness right now no matter our circumstances.   

By the way, the American method of selling happiness at retail isn’t working out so 
well.  According to a recent study America is the 19th happiest nation in the world.   4

The world’s method for happiness is going to fail us, so we as citizens of a different 
kingdom need to understand a different way of happiness. 

And the first way we come to understand that is to recognize our spiritual poverty.  
Poverty, here, has nothing to do with your bank account.  Jesus says blessed, happy, 
are the poor in spirit.  What does it mean, then, to be spiritually poor? 

 https://www.vox.com/2019/3/21/18275796/happiness-report-usa-ranking-20194

�10



Because we live in such a materialistic culture it’s hard for us to even define poverty 
in a sense that isn’t financial.  But what organizations who have studied poverty 
globally have found is that in other cultures poverty is much more than financial.   

The World Bank did a study of 60,000 people globally living in poverty.  They asked 
many of them to define what it means to be poor and here are just a few of their 
responses: 

To be poor is to be full of shame, embarrassed, humiliated, to feel less than 
human.  

Poverty means you lack in everything.  Our voice means nothing 

If you want to do something and have no power in it, that is poverty  5

When I first read that last one I just sat and stared at it.  What does it mean to be 
spiritually poor?  It means to come to grips with the fact that we have no spiritual 
power.  Ephesians tells us we were dead in our sins and trespasses.  Spiritually, we 
were dead before Christ brought us to life. 

No matter what we want to do, we can do nothing spiritual apart from a work of 
Christ in our lives.  Theologian D.A. Carson has called this realization declaring 
spiritual bankruptcy.   

The admission that we have no power, no spiritual capital to spend, no way to bring 
about our own salvation.  In coming to Christ we have declared that we cannot save 
ourselves.  Only the substitutionary death of Christ and His resurrection have the 
power to save.  Therefore, it’s through this recognition of spiritual poverty that we 

 http://siteresources.worldbank.org/BRAZILINPOREXTN/Resources/5

3817166-1185895645304/4044168-1186324101142/17voices_of_the_poor_1.pdf
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can be happy.  That’s true because of the promise at the end of verse 3—the 
kingdom of heaven is theirs.   

Only those who have declared spiritual bankruptcy are fit for the kingdom.   

Blessed Are Those Who Mourn 

And it’s in the second beatitude, blessed are those who mourn, that we see what this 
spiritual bankruptcy leads to.  One of the things we’ll notice as we go is that each of 
these beatitudes builds on the foundation established by the previous one.   

Just as the poverty of verse 3 isn’t physical poverty, the mourning of verse 4 isn’t 
physical mourning.  Though, the principle is true.  When you mourn the loss of a 
loved one you are comforted by the Holy Spirit.  But remember, Jesus’s aim in the 
Sermon on the Mount is for your heart.  So if we are talking about spiritual poverty, 
what is spiritual mourning? 

19th century English Pastor JC Ryle wrote a helpful analogy: ”A right knowledge of 
the way to heaven is to feel that we are on the way to hell...To be sensible of our 
corruption and abhor our own transgressions is the first symptom of spiritual 
health...We must know the depth and malignancy of our disease in order to 
appreciate the Great Physician.” 

When we recognize we can’t save ourselves and when we acknowledge that it took 
the death of Christ’s son to pay the wrath for our sins it should cause us grief.  We’ll 
never fully know the cost on this side of eternity but we can understand on some 
level that it took his wounds to heal our scars. 

Beholding the goodness of God should cause us to mourn our sins.  And that 
mourning, this verse promises us leads us to comfort. It’s a beautiful irony that the 
same sight of the same God produces grief over sin and comfort.   
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You see, with each of these beatitudes our picture of both the King and Kingdom 
citizens becomes clearer.   

Appropriate recognition of our spiritual condition leads to mourning and that 
mourning of our own sinfulness carries with it the blessing of comfort.
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