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INTRODUCTION

hat  difference  does  Jesus  make?  Did  His  teaching  and
ministry change everything? Or did Jesus’ teaching sim-
ply uphold the Old Testament law without changing a jot

or a tittle, as He is sometimes understood to have said in  Matthew
5:18? Do the Ten Commandments still  stand today? Or did Jesus
change  them?  The  question  is  so  huge  and  important  that  there
must be a clear biblical answer. If you know of a clear answer about
this, please point me to it.

W

Most Christians believe that the Ten Commandments are still in
force, as do I. And yet, if they are still in force, why do Christians not
worship on Saturday, the Sabbath?

Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, but the sev-
enth day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall
not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your 
male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or 
the sojourner who is within your gates. For in six days the 
LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in 
them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD 
blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy (Exodus 20:9-
11).

The seventh day is Saturday, not Sunday. But does a change of
day mean that the Fourth Commandment is no longer in effect? Not
at  all!  But  it  does  mean that  something has  changed,  that  Christ
brought a very important change to God’s law, at least to part of it.

My intention here is not to answer the Sabbath question in full,
but to simply use it as an example that points out that the birth, life,
ministry,  teaching,  death  and  resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ  has

1



2 ROCK MOUNTAIN CREED

brought  an important  change  to  the world—to the whole  world.
Suffice it to say here as a way to tickle your curiosity that Christians
worship on the Eighth Day.1

If  you  are  not  familiar  with  the  Eighth  Day  or  with  God’s
eternal Sabbath, your own lack of familiarity should suggest to you
that something in your life, in your Christian education and your
church  is  amiss.  If  God  said  that  the  Ten  Commandments  are
eternal,  and  He  did,  and  if  Jesus  Christ  changed  something  so
fundamental  and essential  as  the day of  worship,  which He did,
then  Christians  everywhere  should  understand  and  be  able  to
explain it. But in my experience, this is not the case. I doubt that
one in a thousand Christians could provide a rational explanation
about the change of Sabbath worship.

But I don’t want to get stuck on the Sabbath. There is much
more to  this  issue than Sabbath considerations.  What  about  the
First  Commandment  and  religious  toleration?  What  about  the
Second Commandment and icons? Does that include the various
trinkets that can be found in Christian bookstores? What about the
Third  Commandment  and  movies,  television,  CDs  and  DVDs?
Should Christians expose themselves and their children to the trash
that passes  for entertainment today? Where do children learn to
honor  their  parents  today?  At  school?  Think  again!  What  about
adultery, theft, bearing false witness, not to mention covetousness?
Not a recent high school graduate in ten thousand will  have any
idea about what I’m talking about.

Providing  real  answers  for  these  questions  may  mean  the
difference between human survival and destruction. Have I over-
stated the issue? I don’t think so. And yet, my intention here is not
to answer all of these questions. A lot of people write books in order
to provide answers because readers like to have answers. Questions
are harder. Questions make people think. Questions make people
uncomfortable.

After thirty years in Christian ministry I’m convinced that the
Bible itself does not simply provide answers. The Bible asks ques-
tions that confound us and our most qualified scholars, who spend
lifetimes trying to  untie  the intellectual  knots provided by other

1 Christians worship on the Eighth Day for a variety of reasons, central to which is
the fact that Christ fulfilled the Sabbath and that fulfillment inaugurated God’s 
eternal Sabbath, which stands outside of time itself. See: Exodus 22:30; Leviti-
cus 9:1; 12:3; 14:10,23; 15:14,29; 22:27; 23:36,39; Numbers 6:10; 7:54; 29:35; 1 
Kings 8:66; 12:32,33; 2 Chronicles 7:9; 29:17; Nehemiah 8:18; Ezekiel 43:27; 
Luke 1:59; Acts 7:8; Philippians 3:5.



SERMON ON THE MOUNT 3

scholars so that they can tie their knots in different and noteworthy
ways. But, God did not simply give the Bible to scholars. He has
given it to His church, to His people, to those who are inhabited by
His Holy Spirit. And in fact it is the Holy Spirit through regenera-
tion who answers the questions that the Bible asks.

The power and presence of the Holy Spirit  through personal
regeneration is absolutely essential to the correct, orthodox under-
standing of Scripture. The whole point of the Bible is to invite or in
some cases  drive  people  to  the personal  relationship  with Jesus
Christ that is the foundation of Christian faith. God Himself must—
and will—answer the questions He poses in His Word. My answers
cannot satisfy you, nor will yours satisfy me. We must each hear
from God Himself. Have I overstated the case? I don’t think so, but
I  do  think  that  hearing  from  God  is  nothing  like  what  people
imagine it to be. It is not magical or mystical, but is actually quite
ordinary. At least God intends it to be quite ordinary.

It  is,  however,  a  lot  of  work.  God  needs  it  to  be  that  way
because there is a lot to understand. The world is not as simple as
our ancestors thought. I’m not suggesting that previous generations
of Christians were wrong. They were not! But their answers are not
our answers, and inasmuch as we try to rely on their answers to the
deep biblical questions, we will continue to find those answers to be
inadequate to the complexities of our contemporary world. It has
always been this way. Every person and every generation needs, not
to reinvent Christianity, but to understand it for themselves.

Today  we  find  that  the  ineffectiveness  of  the  church  in  our
world is tied to our own regurgitation of old answers. The answers
themselves  don’t  change,  but  our  languages  and  circumstances
change all the time—and faster every year! It is not that we need
new Christian answers, but that we need renewed hearts and minds
to engage God’s answers through regeneration.

All this having been said,  we must also understand that God
does not forbid nor discount scholarship. In fact, it can be a great
help. But scholarship is not a substitute for regeneration. However,
it  is  a  relatively  common  understanding  among  Christians  that
God’s  enemies  will  often  attempt  to  substitute  scholarship  for
regeneration,  especially  among church leaders.  Indeed,  seminary
students are all too often easily coaxed to do exactly this. I know
because  I  was  one.  Seminaries  are  too  often  more  faithful  to
academics than they are to the gospel of Jesus Christ. I say this with
great fear and trepidation because no seminary staff person would
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ever suggest such a thing of their own seminary, though they might
suggest  it  about  others.  The  point  of  this  observation  is  not  to
devolve into name calling and mud slinging, but to call all Chris-
tians to a renewed self-evaluation in the light of Christ by the power
and presence of the Holy Spirit  in regeneration and according to
Scripture. The healing and unity that Christ offers is not something
that Christians find, it is something that we give.

We can—and must—help one another find biblical answers for
our  world’s  problems.  That’s  how  God’s  Holy  Spirit  works.  He
doesn’t simply give you and me answers privately. He gives them
publicly.  God interacts  with Himself  through our  engagement  of
His Word (the Bible) by the power of the Holy Spirit  and in the
light  of  Jesus  Christ.  Christ’s  church  is  a  corporate  thing,  and
necessarily  so. But the goal is  not to have a grand systematic or
biblical  theology that  defeats all  comers  for  all  time.  The goal is
discussion and growth in the midst of relationship, first with Christ
and then with one another.

God’s intent in Scripture is to change our minds through disil-
lusionment, and to continue that change all our lives. God intends
for us to outgrow our childish and immature beliefs and illusions.
And that growth, that sanctification, does not end in this life, which
means  that  we  are  always  growing,  always  learning  and  always
changing. But the changes that we are to undergo are not a kind of
flip-flopping  reversals  about  what  we  believe.  Rather,  Christian
growth is always a matter of growing deeper in faithfulness.

Indeed, Peter assures us that the revelation of God in Christ is
progressive,  that  it  will  continue  to  unfold  in  both  depth  and
breadth over time—eternally. The revelation of God in Christ will
continue to develop over time and in history because Christians will
continue to grow and mature, and that growth and maturity will
continue to unfold the depth and richness of God’s blessings spiri-
tually, personally, corporately, scientifically and technologically.2

Here, we will examine Jesus’ understanding of how the human
manifestation of His Sonship, and His impending sacrifice (at the
point He gave the Sermon on the Mount) and how its propitiation
for sin affected God’s moral law. Jesus understood and accepted
His role in the trinitarian Godhead. How could He not since it was
His reality? This also means that He understood the complex char-
acter  of  human identity  as having both individual  and corporate

2 See Peter’s Vision of Christ’s Purpose in First Peter, by Phillip A. Ross, Pilgrim 
Platform, Marietta, Ohio, 2012.
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poles,  as  well.  Remember,  He  was  both  fully  divine  and  fully
human,  both at  the same time without  mixing  or confusing His
divinity with His humanity. This is the orthodox, historic, inherited
Christian and universally accepted teaching. Indeed, belief in the
doctrine of the Trinity is essential for Christian identity.

My presumption in these pages, garnered from Scripture and
confirmed  by  my  own  regeneration,  is  that  the  image  in  which
humanity has been created is in some way trinitarian. When God
created Man (Adam), God said, “Let  us make man in  our image,
after  our likeness”  (Genesis  1:26).  God used a  plural  referent  to
Himself. The next verse also indicates the plural character of Man.
“So God created man in his own image,  in the image of God he
created him; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1:27). The
fact of the two sexes of Man confirm that we are necessarily social
beings who have a corporate element to our individual identities.

Why take this as an axiom of human character? Because God’s
trinitarian character is the most unique thing about God, and it is
the  one  thing  that  identifies  God  as  completely  and  ultimately
unique. God’s trinitarian character is in a sense the one thing that
makes God God.  Therefore,  it  is  this  image that should come to
mind when we think of God, in whose image we have been created.
And it is the necessity of the corporate character of human identity
that gives rise to human morality.

Human morality is an essential  element of Jesus’ Sermon on
the Mount. What Jesus will  say about human morality is  that it
issues from the reality of our simultaneous individual and corpor-
ate character. And that this simultaneity itself issues from the fact
of our creation in God’s likeness.  Humanity  was created to be a
kind  of  reflection  of  God’s  character,  both  as  individuals  and
socially  or  corporately.  And  this  is  why  Jesus  focused  on  right
worship, which issues out of the positional relationship with Jesus
Christ held by the born-again (twice-born or regenerate), and the
moral relationships between and among Christ’s people.

These are the topics that Jesus addressed in this Sermon. Yet,
there is an additional issue or problem presented by the Sermon on
the Mount. In order to understand what Jesus was talking about
requires, in contemporary parlance, an understanding of the con-
text and the subtext of Jesus’ words. In order to understand what
Jesus  was  talking  about  (or  what  anyone  talks  about  for  that
matter), we must share to a convincing degree Jesus’ perspective.
We must have some understanding of where He was coming from
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in order to understand what He means by His words. In order to
understand  Jesus  we  must  stand  under  Him.  We  must  account
ourselves to be His people, both individually and corporately.

You and I must belong to Jesus Christ personally, which means
everything that the orthodox, historic idea of being personally and
individually  saved,  born-again  and/or  regenerated  by  the  power
and presence of the Holy Spirit means. And at the same time we
must belong to the corporate body of Christ, the church. We must
find and establish our identity as individuals in Jesus Christ and as
a people in His church. To fail in this regard is to stand outside of
Jesus Christ, not under Him. To fail in this regard is to not have
access to Jesus’ context, subtext and/or perspective, which will pre-
clude people from seeing God’s kingdom or even God Himself, as
Jesus told Nicodemus (John 3:3, 5).

Therefore,  I  pray that you, my reader,  will  already have this
perspective. And if you don’t or if you aren’t sure, I pray that what
follows will help you stand under the Lord of the Universe who is
manifest  in  the human flesh of  Jesus  Christ,  and who lives  and
reigns forever. And I pray for your patience with me as I delve into
issues that are far more complex than our ancestors ever imagined.
Just as medical science has revealed the dizzying complexity of the
human body, so God in Christ  is  still  revealing the astonishingly
simple faith that unlocks the infinite complexity of God in Christ.
To this God Jesus prayed (and Jesus’ prayers are efficacious),

As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the
world. And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they 
also may be sanctified in truth. I do not ask for these only, 
but also for those who will believe in me through their 
word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in 
me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the 
world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that 
you have given me I have given to them, that they may be 
one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they 
may become perfectly one, so that the world may know 
that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me 
(John 17:18-23).

Phillip A. Ross
March 2011

Marietta, Ohio



1. THE VISION THING

Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when 
he sat down, his disciples came to him. And he opened his 
mouth and taught 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.” —Matthew 5:1-4

n all likelihood, the Sermon on the Mount didn’t actually hap-
pen  as  it  was  recorded  in  Scripture.  Of  course,  Jesus  taught
these things to His disciples, but probably not in one sitting (or

setting). Luke recorded these teachings as the Sermon on the Plain
(Luke 6:17-ff). Don’t get me wrong, these are true teachings of Jesus.
We  can  be  sure  of  this  because  Scripture  truly  represents  and
teaches the character of God. However, in order to access the true
meaning of Jesus’ teachings we must read them faithfully.

I

 By this I mean that we need to assume that they are true, that
they  truly  teach  God’s  character  and  wisdom,  and  that  we  can
completely depend upon them. If we begin with doubt we will end
with doubt because we will read our own doubts into these words of
Jesus. We are not going to do that here. We are going to begin this
study of the Sermon on the Mount by consciously assuming that the
text we encounter is true and can be trusted to teach God’s truth.
This assumption, which is the central act of faith in Christianity, will
be our guide and the foundation upon which our understanding will
rest. Why do this? Because apart from this assumption or presuppo-
sition Christian faithfulness cannot stand.3

3 Assuming the truth of the Bible as is done here involves what I call presupposi-
tional trinitarianism or presupposing the reality of the Trinity. For more on this 
see Arsy Varsy—Reclaiming the Gospel in First Corinthians (2008), Varsy Arsy
—Proclaiming the Gospel in Second Corinthians (2009), and Colossians— Chris-

1
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There is no Christianity apart from biblical Christianity. Chris-
tian faith rests upon the biblical  context, and that context issues
from  a  unified  whole,  from  the  uniquely  Christian  Trinity.  The
beginning  of  Christian  faithfulness  comes  from  God,  from  the
Trinity, who created the world, and gave His Word to the various
Old Testament prophets. In the fullness of time He sent Christ, who
in turn sent His Holy Spirit to  regenerate His people. All of these
various things and events work to provide the context in which the
assumption of faithfulness can take root.

Of  course,  this  context,  which  originated  in  the  trinitarian
Godhead, is not established apart from human involvement. And
the primary instance of human involvement that has provided this
necessary  context within human history was the advent  of  Jesus
Christ—His fleshly birth. Jesus Christ was born to Mary in  Beth-
lehem in a manger, died as a propitiation for sin on the cross and
was raised from the dead to be seated at  the right  hand of God
almighty with all earthly power and authority. Jesus Christ is the
fulcrum  or  pulley  that  by  God’s  grace  moves  the  whole  world
through the participation  of  believers  in  Christ,  through faith in
Christ.

The world cannot be moved by human effort alone. The world
is moved by the fulcrum or pulley of the trinitarian God in Christ.
All  such  movement  is  the  work  of  God in  Christ.  God in  Christ
moved Jesus to faithfulness, as God in Christ moves all of Christ’s
disciples to faithfulness. The faithfulness of Christ and of His disci-
ples, both the divine faithfulness of God and the human faithful-
ness of Jesus at work in His people, then moves the world. Ulti-
mately, it is all God’s work in Christ. Proximately, it is Christ’s work
through Christians.

Understanding and/or making good use of the Sermon on the
Mount requires that we begin with the proper  context of faithful-
ness, which is where Jesus began, where God began, in the trini-
tarian Godhead. Similarly, having been created in God’s image, we
also  begin with the Trinity.  We begin in  Christ.  And that  is  the
secret of the Sermon on the Mount: it was given by Christ for those
in Christ. Deep speaks to deep (Psalm 42:7).

NOT NEW

Contrary  to  popular  opinion  the  various  teachings  of  the
Sermon on the Mount are not new. Jesus did not originate them in

tos Singularis (2010), all by Phillip A. Ross, Pilgrim Platform.
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this Sermon. They can all be found in the Old Testament. So, rather
than being different because they were new, Jesus set them in relief
in the Sermon by comparing them with common misunderstand-
ings of  the times in which He lived.  Sometimes that comparison
was  stated—“You  have  heard  that  it  was  said...”  (Matthew  5:27,
etc.). And sometimes it was the result of shocking His hearers out
of  their  usual  expectations  by  showing  them  that  the  values  of
God’s  kingdom were  the  reverse  of  the  values  of  the  world
—“Blessed are the poor in spirit... (Matthew 5:5).

The Pagan and Greek understanding of blessedness was a func-
tion of individual freedom. The Pagan and Greek gods were blessed
because they were not bound by the laws of this world, neither the
laws of  physics nor the laws of  justice.  They could do what they
pleased, and that freedom was understood as a great blessing. The
Greeks and Pagans wanted to become like their gods. That kind of
freedom was the hope and aspiration of many people in antiquity.
It still is.

Contrary  to  Christian  teaching,  but  in  harmony  with  the
subversion of  multiculturalism, people today tend to cling to this
Pagan  understanding  regarding  the blessings  of  freedom.  People
think that being free means that they can do whatever they want.
The poor think that the rich have this kind of freedom because they
can afford to do whatever they want. And the rich think that the
poor have this kind of freedom because they are not encumbered by
the obligations of wealth maintenance.

Contemporary people generally think that freedom means not
being bound or obligated by anything, and particularly not being
bound by God’s law. Freedom in our day is, by popular definition,
antinomian. People mistakenly believe that by faith and God’s grace
Christians are freed from all laws, including the moral standards of
culture.

But  this  is  not  what  Jesus  taught.  People  tend  to  read  this
understanding into the Sermon on the Mount, but it is a faithless
reading.  It  assumes a  Pagan or  Greek worldview and then reads
that worldview into Scripture. Much of the difficulty understanding
the Sermon on the Mount comes because people don’t assume the
worldview of biblical faithfulness, as Jesus did. People begin with a
different  set  of  unbiblical  presuppositions  and  find  that  Jesus’
teachings don’t make sense on the basis of those presuppositions
unless they spiritualize the Sermon to the point that it doesn’t say
what Jesus said, or doesn’t apply to this world. Too many people
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believe the Sermon to set an ideal that is intended for heaven and
not for this world.

RIGHTLY DIVIDING

There is an easier way to make better sense of the Sermon: by
assuming that it is faithful to Scripture, to the  Old Testament, by
assuming that it is not antinomian. As we shall see, Jesus taught in
the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  that  God’s  blessings  are  the  fruit  of
obedience to God’s Word, as originally taught in the Old Testa-
ment.

Jesus did not put an end to Old Testament law in such a way
that it has no further application. Rather, He was Himself the end
or purpose of the law. In Christ the purpose of the law was fulfilled,
and that fulfillment of the law brought about a new administration
of God’s covenant, an administration for people who now stand on
the other side of Christ’s advent and His historical fulfillment of the
law.

Old Testament law can be divided into three parts: moral, cere-
monial  and  civil.  This  division  is  neither  perfect  nor  exclusive,
which means that almost every part of the Old Law contains moral,
ceremonial and civil aspects. The division is not clean, though there
is much truth to it. Jesus changed or ended parts of the ceremonial
and civil  aspects  of  the law,  and many of  those changes  are  the
subject,  directly  or  indirectly,  of  His  Sermon on the Mount.  But
more  than  changing  various  aspects  of  the  law,  Jesus  changed
hearts  and  minds,  which  gave  people  a  completely  different
perspective regarding God’s law.

Jesus taught differently than the  Scribes and  Pharisees (Mark
1:22), but not differently than the Old Testament. The newness of
the New Covenant in Christ is not a function of its difference from
the Old Covenant,  but  is  a  function of  its  fulfillment of  the Old
Covenant  in  Christ,  and of  the new people  with whom the New
Covenant is  made,  people  who  are  renewed  or  regenerated  in
Christ.

UNSEEN

What was new was Christ’s  fulfillment of the Old Covenant as
He died on the cross, and the dispensation of God’s Holy Spirit to
the  Gentiles (Matthew 12:18,  Acts 10:44-45,  Romans 15:16,  Gala-
tians 3:14). God’s covenant in Christ does not exclude the Jews or
the conditions of the Old Covenant. Christ has not abrogated God’s
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law, He fulfilled it Himself, and provided the means for its  fulfill-
ment by His people through the manifestation of the  Holy Spirit
through regeneration. Christ fulfilled God’s covenant and died as a
propitiation of sin for His people, which recreated a way for people
to grow in grace by drawing near to God.

But the Scribes and Pharisees who interacted with Jesus in the
New Testament stories didn’t see this reality. They didn’t believe it,
didn’t  accept or understand that Jesus was the fulfillment of  the
Old Testament.

We can’t blame them for not seeing it. It couldn’t be seen until
it was complete, until the death and resurrection of Christ had fully
manifested in history. That’s why it was necessary for Jesus to die
on the cross. Had He not finished the revelation of the  Trinity in
human flesh, it would never have been seen. Consequently, at the
time that this Sermon on the Mount was given, the time of Jesus’
earthy ministry, they didn’t see it. They couldn’t see it because it
had been  veiled (2 Corinthians 3:13-18).4 Paul didn’t see it either,
not until after it was complete and he met the resurrected Christ on
the road to  Damascus. Paul didn’t see it until Christ knocked him
off his high horse and explained it to him.

This Sermon came pretty early in Jesus’ ministry.  In chapter
four of  Matthew’s gospel,  Jesus had just  started preaching,  after
having been tempted by Satan. He was just beginning to preach and
gather His disciples. Matthew said that Jesus preached this Sermon
on  the  Mount,  said  these  things,  because  He  saw  the  crowd,
because  He  took  notice  of  the  multitudes  of  people  who  had
followed  Him.  This  sermon  was  Jesus’  response  to  seeing  the
people,  seeing  their  needs,  seeing  their  hopelessness  and  their
faithlessness.

Jesus began preaching in earnest as He took over the message
and leadership of John The Baptist. “From that time Jesus began to
preach,  saying,  ‘Repent,  for  the  kingdom of  heaven  is  at  hand’”
(Matthew 4:17). John was the last of the Old Testament prophets.
And John’s job was to prepare the way for the Messiah, for Jesus,
which he did. With this message of repentance Jesus began to call
for disciples,  promising to make them “fishers of men” (Matthew
4:19).  He  began  teaching  and  healing and  drawing  crowds  of
people. And as  multitudes of people were drawn to Jesus, He saw

4 For more on the veiling of the gospel see the corresponding sections of Varsy 
Arsy—Proclaiming the Gospel in Second Corinthians, Phillip A. Ross, Pilgrim 
Platform, Marietta, Ohio, 2009.
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them. He saw their needs, their potential, their interests and their
weaknesses.

ON THE MOUNTAIN

So, He “went up on the mountain” (v. 1). His purpose in going
up on the  mountain was at least two-fold. He needed a platform
from which to teach. He needed His voice to carry so that the multi-
tude could hear Him. And yet He knew that they needed “ears to
hear” (Matthew 11:15), as well. There is more to hearing Jesus than
acoustics.  The  platform also  needed to  be a  symbolic  place  that
would  help  His  message  reverberate,  a  place  from  which  His
teaching would resound or echo.

Part of that  echo was to remind people of God’s law, the laws
that  Moses had brought down from the mountain. Jesus’ Sermon
on the Mount was an echo of the law of Moses, an echo of the Ten
Commandments. It wasn’t a simple reproduction of that law, but
was reminiscent of it. God’s law, the Ten Commandments, would
echo through Jesus’ teaching by design and intention. It has proven
to be more of a clarification than a simple recapitulation.

By going up on the mountain  Jesus  also  put  Himself  in the
symbolic place of Moses, the law giver. But Jesus’ teaching would
not be a pontification like that of Moses, who simply carried to the
people  the  law that  God had written with  His  very  finger  upon
tablets of stone (Exodus 31:18). That law, which Jesus would not
change, not even a jot or a tittle (Matthew 5:18), had already been
given.

Jesus did not rescind it. Rather, Jesus’ purpose was to clarify
the law and teach its principles, its application from the perspective
of its fulfillment, from a fully revealed  trinitarian perspective. His
purpose was to help His people,  His disciples,  better understand
and practice  God’s  law.  Jesus  would reiterate  or  echo God’s law
from the mountain, showing it in the light of Christ. The advent of
Christ cast the Law in a different light through His fulfillment of it.

To emphasize  the fact  that  in Christ  God Himself  had come
down to the people to provide further clarification of His law, Luke
remembered this sermon as being on the Plain (pedinos,  or level
place—Luke 6:17). Luke’s version has Jesus off the mountain and
down with the people, where He could speak with them directly,
man to man. Luke’s symbolism is important because it emphasized
the humanity of Jesus during a time that He was functioning out of
His  divinity as  lawgiver.  Nonetheless,  we  are  going  to  follow
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Matthew’s presentation rather than Luke’s. We will refer to Luke
when he provides additional perspective.

So, was Jesus actually on the mountain or in the plain? Because
we understand the gospel writers to have provided a  collection of
Jesus’  teachings  rather  than  a  blow  by  blow  account  of  how  it
happened,  we can easily imagine that these teachings  took place
both on the mountain and in the plain. Indeed, these are the central
teachings  of  the  Lord,  which  He  taught  everywhere  He  went  to
anyone who would listen.

Before speaking, Jesus “sat down” (v. 1). This seemingly minor
detail demonstrates that Jesus taught in the tradition of the Rabbis.
Unlike modern times, in the days  of  the Lord,  Rabbis addressed
their congregations from a sitting position. The teacher would sit at
the head of the table, or in a prominent position facing the people.

Jesus was always out ahead of His disciples, showing them the
way, or preparing things for them. And so here, I  imagine Jesus
being ahead of them, up the hill,  looking for the right spot from
which to address the crowd. And when He found it,  He sat,  and
waited for the disciples and the crowd to catch up. As they did, as
they came to Him, He opened his mouth and began teaching them
(vs. 1-2).

BLESSED

The first word out of His mouth was blessed, (makarios). The
Greek word means supremely favored and by extension fortunate,
well off or  happy. Blessed is a description of context and circum-
stance. Jesus spoke about those who are  favored by God, and by
implication, those who are faithful to God, those upon whom God
smiles.  The reference is  Deuteronomy 28:1-14, the declaration of
God’s blessings upon His people, upon those who “faithfully  obey
the  voice  of  the  Lord”  (Deuteronomy  28:1).  Jesus  provided  the
principles of blessedness, lessons about how to be on the receiving
end of God’s blessings.

So, the first question to ask is, Who does God bless? And the
answer is that God blesses those who “faithfully obey the voice of
the Lord” (Deuteronomy 28:1), if I may repeat myself—and I must
because God does. But,  you may wonder,  isn’t  this idea of being
blessed for one’s obedience an  Old Testament teaching? It is, but
what we see here in the Sermon on the Mount is  that Jesus has
made it a  New Testament teaching as well, which makes it a both
testaments teaching, which makes it doubly important. Repetition
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is good for the soul.
Is this a kind of  salvation by works teaching? No. Salvation is

only by  grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8). But the faith here is
the faith of those who obey the voice of the Lord. While salvation is
by faith alone, by the singularity of faith, blessing—sanctification or
growing near to God—comes through  obedience. In  Deuteronomy
28 God spoke to His people,  not to individuals  alone but to His
people as a group. The blessings are for them in the plural, as a
whole.  Of  course those blessings  will  manifest  for  individuals  as
well,  but they are not for individuals exclusively.  These blessings
are for the people of God, for the body of Christ, the church, in all of
its trinitarian complexities.5

The full measure of God’s blessing is reserved for His people as
a people. The full measure of God’s blessing manifests more fully
when  His  people  are  in  unity,  in  Christ,  when  obedience is
measured  corporately  rather  than  merely  individually.  And  yet
corporate  obedience  requires  individual  obedience,  but  is  more
than  mere  personal  obedience.  Such  obedience,  the  corporate
blessings of God’s people, also comes by  grace through faith. And
while  God’s  blessings  are  for  God’s  people,  for  the  church,  they
impact more than the church. God’s blessings will have a positive
impact upon the world (Luke 2:14, 2 Corinthians 5:19-21), upon all
people, even the ungodly.

POOR IN SPIRIT

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven (v. 3).

At first hearing our ears are rankled because this is not what we
expect to hear. Those who first heard it were undoubtedly shocked,
perhaps even confused. Those who had followed Jesus tended to be
poor,  uneducated  and  unhealthy.  They  were  people  who  were
dominated by problems of various sorts, and they followed Jesus
hoping to solve some of their problems, to get  healing for them-
selves  or  their  loved ones.  They were less  interested  in  learning
what Jesus had to teach, than they were in getting particular prob-
lems  fixed.  Many  had  health  problems  or  came  on  behalf  of
someone who had health problems. So, Jesus healed some of them.

5 For more on how presuppositional trinitarianism is related to the body of Christ 
see the corresponding sections of Arsy Varsy—Reclaiming the Gospel in First 
Corinthians, Phillip A. Ross, Pilgrim Platform, Marietta, Ohio, 2008.
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But Jesus’ primary concern was not fixing their problems. He
healed in order to get their attention and to establish His creden-
tials. Rather, than simply giving hungry people a fish, Jesus wanted
to  teach  them how to  fish,  if  I  may  build  upon the  well-known
aphorism. Speaking to Peter and Andrew, He said, 

“Follow me, and I will make you,” not fishermen—they 
were already fishermen, but “fishers of men” (Matthew 
4:19).

In Christ, they would expand their existing skill set and apply it
to the mission of Christ. The blessings of God would come with the
growth and maturity of His people. This is what Jesus taught on the
Mount.

While the Sermon on the Mount is  not composed of explicit
principles for Christian evangelism, it is composed of principles for
Christian  evangelists  because  Christians  must  actually  practice
Christianity before they can engage in evangelism. The teachings
and principles of the Sermon on the Mount are not for unconverted
sinners,  as if  Jesus  was teaching  works-righteousness to the un-
saved. Not only are these principles beyond the reach of those who
are not Christian,  they have proven to stretch the grasp of  most
Christians,  as  well.  They can only be practiced  from a Christian
perspective. They don’t make sense apart from Christ’s  trinitarian
perspective. All Christian understanding is necessarily trinitarian,
and is unique to Christianity. Apart from Christ this understanding
is impossible,  but in Christ it is inevitable.  In addition,  faithfully
engaging these principles  takes practice  and discipline.  They are
simple, but not easy.

Of course,  everyone will benefit from faithfully engaging these
principles, from learning and applying these principles in their own
lives. But the truth is that only those who are actually animated by
God have the interest and ability to do so, and few of those to date—
at least in the contemporary world—actually manifest the fullness
of that ability. Gilbert K. Chesterton said that “Christianity has not
been tried and found wanting; it has been found difficult and not
tried.”

The promise of Jesus Christ is that the faithful exercise of these
principles  will  be  common to  all  in  the kingdom of  God.  So,  in
anticipation of that kingdom we are to learn and practice them as
individuals,  as families,  as  churches. Christ  fixes sin through His
propitiation on the cross. And through the practice and perfection
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of these principles by those who are saved, God will fix the rest of
our problems by providing His many blessings. God’s blessings are
the fix that the world needs now.

Jesus  did  not  use  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  to  inspire  the
masses who had followed Him up the mountain to become Chris-
tians.  That’s  not  what  He  was doing here,  nor  did  that  happen.
These Beatitudes are not all that inspiring. The discipline and work
of  sanctification are  not  things  that  people  naturally  want  to
engage. Most people are unaffected, confused or disgusted by them,
not inspired. Jesus was not trying to reach people who wanted to be
inspired.

Inspired people are not  poor in spirit, the inspired are rich in
spirit.  They  are  filled  with  their  inspirations,  their  hopes  and
dreams. Those who are inspired are full, not empty, rich in spirit,
not poor. Jesus was not speaking to the rich in spirit. Christianity is
not about inspirational messages for people who feel bad. Christian
hope is not like worldly hope.

Rather, Christianity is for the poor in spirit, for those who don’t
have much spirit, who are uninspired. That’s why they are poor in
it. Paul, quoting Jesus, mentioned this to the Corinthians.

My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made per-
fect in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9).

Jesus was not simply talking about people who need God, but
about people who know that they need God, people who know their
own sinfulness and their own inability to do what needs to be done.
In  contrast,  people  who  think  themselves  to  be  basically  good,
people who are proud of their Christianity or their  spirituality or
their faithfulness or their inherent goodness, are not poor in spirit.

The  poor  in  spirit  are  humble.  They  are  meek,  modest,  not
arrogant or prideful. They are patient and kind. They do not envy or
boast. They are not arrogant or rude. They do not insist on their
own way. They are not irritable or resentful. They do not rejoice at
wrongdoing, but rejoice with the truth. They bear all things, believe
all things, hope all things, endure all things (1 Corinthians 14:3-7).

These are  the kinds of  people who compose  the  kingdom of
heaven, who will build the kingdom of heaven on earth (as it is in
heaven), who will inherit the kingdom of God. Jesus’ Sermon on the
Mount  is  not  about  simply  providing  directions  for  people  who
want to go to heaven, but is descriptive of those who are engaged in
Christ’s mission to bring the kingdom of God to earth, “for theirs is
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the kingdom of heaven (v. 3)—is not will be.

THOSE WHO MOURN

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted 
(v. 4).

This verse is very much like the previous verse. Again, we see
Jesus  standing  godless  common  sense on  its  head.  How  can
mourning be a blessing? What sort of blessing is grief and sorrow?
Questions like these reveal  a godless common sense perspective,
not a faithful Christian perspective. The person who asks questions
like these has hold of the issue by the wrong end. Jesus did not say
that it is a blessing to mourn, to feel sadness.

People mourn in the face of loss—the loss of a loved one, the
loss of a job, the loss of a home or something of value. There is no
blessing in an act of mourning. It is a painful and sad experience.
And  everyone  knows  it  because  it  is  a  universal  experience.
Everyone mourns in this life because everyone experiences losses in
this  life.  Mourning is  a universal  experience.  Some mourn more
and some less, but everyone mourns.

Those who mourn in Christ will be comforted in Christ. So, it is
not the fact of mourning that is a blessing. Rather, the blessing is
the comfort that comes to those in Christ. The use of the word shall
here conveys the idea that the comfort is assured. Nothing can keep
the comfort away. The comfort (parakaleo) that Jesus has in mind
is a matter of calling near, which is the literal meaning of the Greek
word. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be  called near.
Near to what or who? To Jesus, of course. Being near to Jesus is a
blessing.

In these two verses Christ has called attention to humility and
sadness, and suggested that there is an up side to these things in
Christ, that we should not fear humiliation or sadness. Rather, if we
can engage them in Christ, if we can hold on to faithfulness in the
midst of such things, there will be a benefit, a blessing. Faithfulness
is the key to the comfort. The comfort comes through faithfulness.
It is a product of faithfulness.

Paul spoke of a similar idea when he wrote to the Romans.

Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through 
him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace 
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in which we stand, and in which we rejoice in hope of the 
glory of God. More than that, we rejoice in our sufferings, 
knowing that suffering produces endurance, and en-
durance produces character, and character produces 
hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit who has been given to us (Romans 5:1-5).

In Christ the bitterness of such experiences is transformed into
fuel for  character development and hope, both of which are bless-
ings.

The  pain  of  mourning is  mitigated  by faithfulness  in  Christ.
Yes, but more than that, faithfulness dissolves the pain of mourning
into  hope, and hope is the fuel of  sanctification for the engine of
salvation by grace through faith in Christ alone. The pain of loss in
this sinful world cannot be avoided. But it can be changed into the
joy of growth and maturity in Christ—and that is the blessing that
awaits those in Christ who mourn.
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investment................239
investments...............202
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leadership.. . .14, 115, 257,

260, 284, 288
least in the kingdom....54
leaven.........................151
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looking within..............18
Lord’s name in vain.....97
Lord’s Prayer.....161, 187,

191
Lord’s Supper............214
loss...............................11
lottery.........................141
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lust......................83, 294
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miracles.............252, 270
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monopoly....................64
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moral rot.....................43
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Mosaic Law................167
Moses....6, 22, 61, 69, 89,

91, 94, 99, 110, 124, 139,
166, 211, 221, 288, 289,

290
most repeated directive
..................................238
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mud pit......................275

mudlessness..............277
multiculturalism...3, 254,

255
multitude.......................5
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mystery 20, 174, 177, 213,

214, 305
mystical meaning of 
Scripture....................168
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Oath taking........105, 295
oaths..........................104
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One/other.................224
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open mind.................252
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opportunity...............236
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Pagan view of monothe-
ism.............................212
painful reality............103
Palestine............100, 298
pantheism..................170
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parent-child relationship
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passion........................20
passive resistance.......114
patience...........13, 16, 112
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Pax Islama...................27
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Peace.................11, 16, 28
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peacemaker.................34
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perfection of obedience
..................................293
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personal opinion over 
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personal relationship. 85,

221, 305
personality disorders...74
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Peter’s shadow............33
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Pharisees, Assideans..167
Pharisees, corruption. .57
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philosophical investiga-
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photo opportunities...144
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pietism.......................135
piety..........................298
Pilate.................303, 304
Platonic monotheism. 211
Platonic philosophy...212
Plotinus......................211
pluralism...................254
plurality.....................170
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poison........................277
police..........................110
political action.............18
political activists........197
political correctness..196,

197, 242
political domination....27
political parties.........222
political realm............125
politically correct.......241
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poverty.......117, 118, 188,
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power.............78, 79, 104
power and control.......78
power of God............280
power politics............223
prayer..149, 151, 152, 154,

156, 161, 162, 166, 186,
199, 225, 281, 296

prayer as three-way
communication..........152
pre-Fall state..............101
preaching. .158, 278, 279,
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preaching, teaching & 
healing................146, 147
precedent....................90
predisposition............163
preeminence.............284
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preferences 242, 254, 257
presupposition....1, 3, 27,

60, 87, 155, 163, 164
presuppositions269, 270,

280
pretender.....................45
pretending to be Christ-
ian..............................261
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prevention...................77
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113, 136, 137, 138, 139,
141, 143, 199, 233, 255,
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prime directive..........124
primitive condition....123
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privacy.......................152
private................161, 166
private/public............261
proactive....................297
proclamation.............158
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productive member of 
society.......................296
productivity...............296
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progressive...........51, 165
prominent people......150
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prophets and the law 260
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prosperity..........268, 269
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prototype...............41, 52
providence...115, 116, 184
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public discussion.......223
public education........198
public schools............180
public square......125, 198
publicans...................204
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pure in hear...............293
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pure motives.............293
pure thoughts, not.......21
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....................................66
purpose of the law.....290
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Rabbis............................7
race.....................151, 201
radical..........................51
radio..........................258
rage.............................111
Rahab........................108
rank...........................201
rationalize...................26
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...................................163
rebellion......................38
Received Text............192
recompense.................80
reconciliation..............74
redemption..................31
redemption side of the 
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reformation........101, 206
refuse to listen...........307
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religious toleration....169
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renewal........................43
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republic......................176
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right eye......................86
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Roman occupation of 
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tute for the discipline of 
love............................295
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Rome.................304, 305
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royal..........................201
royalty........................176
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sacrament..................252
sacraments..43, 222, 277,

282
sacrificial system.........55
Sadducees..................168
saints.........................159
salt........37, 38, 39, 41, 43
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salvation....12, 18, 43, 52,

55, 56, 68, 101, 127, 129,
131, 145, 178, 237, 252,

270, 274, 275, 278, 280,
281, 282, 290, 308

salvation by works.........8
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Satan believes............162
Satan, defeat of..........116
Satan’s deception.......277
Satan’s rebellion........223
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Saul..............114, 115, 116
Saul's armor...............116
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belief.........................282
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scholars......................291
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scholastic..................302
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secret.................152, 296
secret society...............46
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secular capitalism.....234
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self-advancement......200
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self-awareness...........245
self-centered..............137
self-chosen believers.284
Self-concern......233, 234
self-condemned.........247
self-conscious.............151
self-deceit..........264, 273
self-deceived.....248, 282
self-deception....137, 268
self-defense.................111
self-disciplined..........256
self-disfigurement.......89
self-evaluation..........200
self-evident................221
self-expression...........126
self-fulfilling prophecy
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self-imposed..............126
self-improvement.......84,

136, 296
self-interest................139
self-judgment............243
self-justification. 135, 138
self-righteous.......17, 283
self-righteousness.......56

self-sacrifice..............296
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separated...................124
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state.............76, 146, 222
separation of private and
public morality..........260
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sheep.........................103
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social collapse...........243
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social development. . .228
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social justice................69
social norms......242, 270
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social policies.............125
social progress.....84, 107
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social stigma..............295
social structure..........289
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socialists.............196, 197
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spiritual gifts.............238
spiritual growth...........22
spiritual incest...........102
spiritual needs...........233
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spiritualize....................3
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temptation. 138, 190, 191,

264, 298
temptations...............233
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Tower of Babel..........204
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trampled under foot. .247
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two houses........287, 289
two masters.........76, 203
two sons.....................104
tyranny......................254
U.S. Constitution.64, 222
U.S. Tax Code..............76
ultimate unity............224
unalienable................221
unbelief.......................42
unbeliever...................45
unconventional..........255
under orders................14
understanding......87, 89,

118, 176, 214, 217, 229,
270, 274, 277, 278, 282

unfaithfulness.............29
unforgiving steward. .198
unfruitful line of thought
...................................103
ungodly.........................8
unified understanding of 
the world....................215
uniformity............66, 155
unity...8, 19, 46, 140, 151,

153, 154, 155, 157, 161,
162, 163, 164, 171, 201,

215, 216, 261, 266
unity as a fruit of prayer
...................................153
unity of the whole......154

unity requires nothing
...................................155
unity, false...................65
unity, of church and state
...................................126
universal......................99
universal character of 
God............................212
Universalism.........42, 44
unrepentant...............108
unrighteous mammon
..................................204
untrustworthy...........108
urge to merge..............78
us.......................183, 186

usurpation.................284
utopian dream...........133
vacuum.......................151
validity of the gospel. .157
values................238, 243
valulessness................98
vanity...........97, 199, 201
veil. . .5, 94, 211, 247, 254,

290, 291
vengeance......61, 62, 121,

122, 128
vice..............................66
violence........................61
virtue..197, 198, 234, 306
virtues.......................258
vision.. . .86, 94, 207, 209
vision of the church. .214,

215, 216, 217
vision, bad.................216
visual perception.......213
voluntary...................146
vulnerable....................15
war.............................110
washing ourselves......277
watershed.................308
way of life...................113
weakness......................15
wealth 79, 204, 205, 208,

232, 268, 269, 291
web of lies and deceit.107
Webster, Daniel..........28
welfare........................90
well-being...127, 128, 198
Westminster Confession

of Faith, Ch. 20....64, 221
what does righteousness

look like?...................293
what only God can teach

..................................249
white lie.............106, 107
whole.............................8
whole truth................108
wholeness....22, 261, 308
wholesome..................85
wicked.........216, 251, 261
wickedness..........18, 284
wide gate...................258
wiggle room.........64, 123

willful disobedience...105
willfully refuse...........307
willing cooperation. . .236
willing obedience.......126
willing to lose everything
...................................117
window washer...........34
wisdom.....21, 51, 65, 185,

213, 220, 237, 249, 264,
267, 268, 291

without........................98
without confusion......215
witness........112, 113, 248
wolves................261, 263
women.........................91
wonders....................284
Word and Sacrament. 43,

44
work......88, 89, 188, 189,

229, 238, 240
works-righteousness....9,
30, 47, 128, 135, 180, 228
world.............................8
World Trade Center. .302
World War II.............100
worldliness........205, 258
worldview.. .3, 67, 87, 89,

137, 215, 223, 250, 256
worldviews................265
worldviews, conflicting
...................................140
worry 225, 226, 227, 228,

231, 234, 235, 238, 240,
296

worry in moderation. 238
worse off......................21
worship... .44, 48, 65, 98,

105, 136, 137, 139, 236,
291

worthless.....................72
wrestling a pig............117
wrong desires............294
wrong-thinking..........115
you are not special.....281
Zealots.........................26
Zechariah’s prophecy. .34
Zephaniah.................259
 society.......................257


