TEXT: Matthew 5:1-10PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Sermon on Mount #1: The Beatitudes


I hope this evening to begin a study of the Sermon on the Mount.  As usual, we will take up one idea per week.  May God bless it to our understanding--and practice--for Christ's sake.  Amen.  


First, an introduction.  The Sermon on the Mount is so called for the simple reason that it is a sermon preached on mountain, as 5:1 tells us.  The teacher is Jesus Christ.  He had, a bit earlier, announced His calling.  At the synagogue in His home town, He shocked His hearers with these words: 


"The Spirit of the LORD is upon Me,


Because He has anointed Me to preach


the Gospel to the poor.


He has sent Me to heal the


Brokenhearted,


To preach deliverance to the captives


And recovery of sight to the blind,


To set at liberty those who are


oppressed,


To preach the acceptable year of the


LORD."


"Today, this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing". 


This is not, therefore, "just another sermon".  Nor is the Man preaching it "just another preacher"--or even the "best of preachers".  He is in a category all by Himself.  He is "The Prophet who is to come into the world".   This is not my opinion alone.  Nor even His.  His claim is unique; its confirmation is unique.  


It is confirmed by John the Baptist.  Just weeks (or months) before John had identified Him with these startling words: "Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world".  Later, the same man would grant "He must increase; I must decrease".  And with no regrets.   No one doubted the Baptist's prophetic work (not even Herod who killed him).  And John gave Jesus "preeminence...in all things".  


The claim is also confirmed by Heaven.  Upon His baptism, the Lord was owned by God: "This is My beloved Son in Whom I am well pleased".  To make it clear who was intended, God sent the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove to rest upon the Lord Jesus.  


The claim is ratified by the Holy Spirit.  It is by the Spirit that our Savior performed His mighty miracles (cf. Matthew 12:28).  And it was by miracles that He had drawn attention to Himself, and gathered the audience to hear the Sermon on the Mount, 4:23-25.  


The policemen were right: "Never a man spoke who speaks like this man".


The first hearers.  Who are they?  "The multitudes", v.1.  They were made up of a variety of people.  Some hailed from the ultra-religious "Jerusalem"; others came from "Galilee" a region sunk in ignorance and vice.  Some came from "Decapolis"--the ten Roman cities known for their idolatry and worldliness.  We must presume that the "multitudes" were mixed.  "Down-and-outers", "Up-and-inners" and everyone in-between.  The Sermon on the Mount, therefore, speaks to all--including you. 


Its purpose.  To describe the subjects of our Lord's kingdom.  To tell us who belongs to Christ--and who doesn't.  According to 5:20, the Lord's way is presented in contrast to another: the Scribe and Pharisee way.  Who were the scribes?  These were men who made a living copying the Bible by hand.  We might call them "Full-time Christian workers".  They assumed that--because they spent all their time in the Bible--they pleased God and were bound for glory.  "Pharisee" means "separated".  They were Jews who believed that the world was filthy and they must keep away from it in order to stay morally clean.   They trusted their separation from the world to bring them to heaven.  


What's wrong with the religion of the Scribes and Pharisees?  At first glance, nothing.  But, if you look deeper, you'll see.  These men put a premium on "externals".  "It is what a man does that matters most" they argued.  The Lord thought otherwise.  "It is what a man is".  The Pharisees' religion is phony.  It consists of nothing but prayers, fasting, synagogue-going, and so on.  The Lord's religion is authentic.  It's from the inside-out.  


The effect of this sermon is what you might expect: sacred wonder.  "...the people were astonished at His teaching, for He taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes".  


Does it have the same effect upon us?  In reading the Sermon on the Mount are we 


"Lost in wonder,


love and praise?"

If not, we haven't received it at all!  But if we glory in the Lord Jesus, we must also glory in His Word.  May God stir us up!  


"My heart is overflowing


with a good theme."


The Sermon begins with a paragraph known as "the beatitudes".  The word is from the Latin and means "blessedness or happiness".  Thus, it borrows from the Lord Himself.  He begins all eight stanzas with "Blessed".  What does the word mean?  In the Greek Testament, two words are translated "Blessed".  One is EULAGATOS; it means "to speak well of another".  From it, we get our word "eulogy".  This is the word used in Ephesians 1:3: "Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ..."  "O how worthy or praise He is" we might paraphrase.  This is not, however, the word used here.  


The word is MAKARIOS.  It means "happy".  The beatitudes describe the sort of people who are happy now, and will be happier in the world to come.  They aren't the gay, party-going, quick-with-a-joke sort of people you might expect.  No, the "blessed" are a devout people.  Their happiness may not be obvious--but it is deep and lasting.  Thus, the religion of Christ is not sour, ugly, or negative.  His is a "joy unspeakable and full of glory".  


What kind of people are "happy"?  He tells us:


They are "poor in spirit".  All men are spiritually bankrupt.  But not everyone knows it--or feels it.  The "poor in spirit" do.  They are unlike the Pharisee who went up to pray: "God, I thank you that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican.  I fast twice a week and give tithes of all I possess".  What a revolting man he was!  And yet, how like him we often are.  Maybe not in words; but deep down, we feel that God made a pretty good choice in us.  The "poor in spirit" are more like the publican, who beat his breast with these words: "God be merciful to me, a sinner".  The "poor in spirit" can sing--with feeling,


"Nothing in my hand I bring,


Simply to Thy cross I cling".


They "mourn".  Sin and its consequences leave them brokenhearted.  Unlike the fool, they don't "mock at sin"--think it either good or at least not too bad.  They can't "approve of those who practice" sin.  Not even on television or at the movies or in music videos.  They bemoan sin's deadly consequences.  Like the Savior, they "weep over the sins" of others.  Like Peter, they "weep bitterly" over their own.  Unlike the Pharisees, they're not just quick to pass judgment on others; they pass judgment on themselves, too.  


They are "meek".  The words means "humble" and is usually directed--not to God so much as to other men.  They are not quick to take offense; not sharp-tongued; not violent in behavior; not even resentful at wrongs done to them.  Positively, they are longsuffering, kind, anxious to overlook a wrong, and quick to forgive it.  Christ, of course, is the ultimate example of meekness.  "When He was reviled, He did not revile; when He suffered, He did not threaten..."  "Meekness" is not a product of fear or weakness; it is a choice.  It chooses to "overlook a transgression" whenever possible.  


They "hunger and thirst for righteousness".  Some desires can be put off indefinitely; hunger and thirst cannot.  They are acute desires and needs.  The person described in the beatitude wants holiness the way that a hungry man wants something to eat.  His is not a casual pursuit, but serious and intense.  Therefore, he tries to avoid the obstacles that would hinder his quest; he seeks the things that would help him on the way.  In short, he acts like a man who is truly interested in holiness.  


They are "merciful".  They treat others with kindness.  They go beyond "not retaliating".  These people "love their enemies, bless those who curse them, do good to those who hate them, and pray for those who spitefully use them and persecute them".  


They are "pure in heart".  The Pharisees were preoccupied with "purity".  But--alas--theirs was an external purity.  It consisted of "things to do" rather than "what to be".  The Lord's people are the opposite of them.  They seek "purity from the inside out".  


They are "peacemakers".  There is nothing more interesting to the carnal mind than a good fight.  It takes pleasure in turmoil and division.  Ambrose Bierce was such a man.  It is said that he had "a pen dipped in venom".  Bierce--to the best of my knowledge--was no Christian.  But some believers are painfully similar to him.  They are quick to take offense and slow to make things right.  Unwilling to compromise or to "wait on God", they are sowers of discord among the brethren.  The "Blessed" however, are "peacemakers".  They love peace among His people, and so, repent of those evils that prevent it.  But more than this: they "pursue the things that make for peace".  They are willing to suffer for it; they are willing to "do the dirty work" that is often required to achieve it.  Like their Savior, these people, "come, not to be served, (or to have everything their way) but to serve".  


They are "persecuted for righteousness' sake".  Living this kind of life is sure to produce conflict.  How can it not?  It is so contrary to everything natural.  Everything that we admire.  It is nothing short of an invasion of Christ's kingdom into history.  There is no virtue in general suffering.  But this kind--for the sake of righteousness' (i.e.,for Christ's sake) is blessed.  Now and forever.  


The Lord's people have been described.  Now comes their blessedness.  In the first place they are presently "blessed".  "Blessed are..." is the word; not "blessed will be..."  They are happy right now.  "The peace of God which passes understanding is keeping their hearts and minds through Christ Jesus".  Is this possible?  It is.  For the most blessed of men--Christ--was both "a man of sorrows" and "anointed with the oil of gladness above His fellows".  


But their blessedness is not confined to this world.  It will be even better in the world to come.  They belong in "the kingdom of heaven"; they "shall be comforted"; they "shall inherit the earth"; they "shall be filled"; they "shall obtain mercy"; they "shall see God"; "shall be called the sons of God"; "theirs is the kingdom of heaven".  


These superlatives can be reduced to a single word: "glory".  They shall share in the glory of Jesus Christ was is the model of "blessed" character--and its sole author.  "If we suffer with Him, we shall reign with Him".  


Upon hearing the introduction to the Sermon on the Mount, it's no wonder that the first audience was "astonished".  We must be, too.  Are we?  God make us so.  


Let me close with three practical remarks:


First: the primacy of character over conduct.  Jesus Christ is more concerned about what we are than what we do.  He tells us to do many things, but before they can be done, we must be the kind of people described in the Beatitudes.  Let us, therefore, examine ourselves, repent, and resolve, by His grace, to become better people.  


Second: the primacy of humility.  The number one trait of God's people is humility.  Not knowledge, or zeal--but humility.  We haven't even begun the Christian life till we've become "poor in spirit... mournful... meek... and merciful".   Yet these are so often ignored.  Why?  Let me tell you: It is easier to learn doctrine than to learn humility; it is easier to go to church than to "go to the house of mourning".  And not only easier, but easier to judge.  It's so simple to evaluate you by your church attendance or giving.  Much harder by your meekness and mercy.


Third: the Sermon on the Mount is not the way to be saved--but the way of the saved.  One is not justified by humility, but by faith in Jesus Christ.  But, having believed in Christ, one becomes humbler and humbler.  Let us, therefore, keep the horse before the cart.  Faith produces holiness--and not the other way around.  I would urge you, therefore, to seek Christ first...and only then His Way.     

