The Content: What’s inside the Sermon?

To see what’s inside

Last Sunday we looked at the context of the Sermon on the Mount, centering on the book of Matthew, the historical circumstances of that day, and the Jewish culture of Israel in the first century (specifically about winter of 28 AD, just two years before Christ’s 30 AD crucifixion).  Today we’ll take on an overview of the content of the Sermon on the Mount.  Our purpose in doing so is to continue to answer the question: “To whom was the Sermon on the Mount directed”.  Next Sunday we’ll address our approach to the Sermon on the Mount.

Context, context, context

Last Sunday as we looked a the book of Matthew on a larger scale, we noted that:

· The perspective of the book of Matthew is Jewish, specifically in the Judaism of Israel in the first half of the first century AD.

· The historical context is that Israel had been under Roman rule for decades (since 63 BC, with a brief interruption in 40 BC).  The Sermon on the Mount was spoken by Christ about in the winter of 28 AD (assuming a 30 AD date for the crucifixion, burial and resurrection of Christ).

· The cultural context is that while the Jewish culture certainly had diversity, there was a prominent view of the Jews in Israel that anticipated the coming Messiah
, substantially as presented by the Old Testament, especially among Israel’s prophets.

That coming Messiah, as the Jews commonly saw it, would be from the house of David (a descendent), and would sit on the throne of David, over the kingdom of Israel (Luke 1:26-33), from Jerusalem – all taken literally.  The reign of their Messiah, as the Jews saw it, would be over the entire earth, including all the Gentiles (‘the nations’, ‘the peoples’, led by ‘the kings of the earth’).  We will find that the Sermon on the Mount comes from and confirms the perspective summarized above.  One more point about the immediate context of the Sermon on the Mount will further convey the group to whom Jesus was speaking:

Matthew 4:23 (NASU; see also Psalm 103:3; Isaiah 35:5,6; 42:7; 61:1)

Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people (‘the people’, singular, commonly refers to Jews, ‘the peoples’ to Gentiles).

Matthew 9:35 (NASU) 

Jesus was going through all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness. 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven
 is at hand!”

In general, we will find that the Sermon on the Mount was:

1) spoken by the coming earthly kingdom’s rightful King,

2) to the Jewish people who were disciples of the rightful King of the coming kingdom,

3) with a view to their manner of living until the kingdom, and being qualified to enter, 

4) and to enable them to pass along the same ‘gospel of the kingdom’ to others, as and when Jesus authorized them to do so.

As we look at the Sermon on the Mount, we will find that what Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount will on the one hand be fitting to the exclusively Jewish character of the audience, and at the same time shocking to hear because:

· The way that Jesus taught was radically different from the scribes and Pharisees.

· The content of what He taught, in correcting the then-current errors, was startling.

· The ‘repent in order to qualify for entry into the kingdom’ message was stunning.

To move forward to the coming kingdom, first go back

As Jesus taught the Sermon on the Mount, He founded what He said solidly on what God had revealed to the Jews in the Old Testament, also correcting a number of then-current errors among the Jews.  The centuries of accumulated Jewish tradition were stripped away, so that the Sermon on the Mount brought Old Testament teachings forward:

Matthew 5:21a

You have heard that the ancients were told…

Matthew 5:27a (see also Matthew 5:38a, 43a)

You have heard that it was said…

Matthew 5:31a

"It was said…

Matthew 5:33a

Again, you have heard that the ancients were told…

Each of the above is followed by the statement of a teaching then current among the Jews, followed by Christ correcting the traditional teaching with a contrasting statement, “But I say to you…”.  In making these corrections, Jesus underscored the continuing applicability of the Law to his Jewish listeners, and the depth of heart and the attitude with which the Law of Moses should be understood, and the coming earthly kingdom should be anticipated.

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus makes quite clear that He was maintaining the applicability of the Law of Moses down to the smallest detail, and the ones to whom He was speaking were to keep the Law and teach others to know and do it as well:

Matthew 5:17-19

Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill.  18 For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.  19 Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 

Also built into the verses quoted above was a series of specifically Jewish figures of speech common to the teachings of the rabbis:

· To ‘abolish’ the Law of Moses was to violate the Law.

· To ‘annul’ any part of the Law of Moses was to misinterpret it.

· “I did not come to” is primarily a reference to the purpose of Christ’s coming.

· To “fulfill” was to preserve and sustain the Law by interpreting it properly.

It is after verses 17-19 that Jesus proceeds to correct the teachings and practices of the Jews, so that the Law is properly interpreted, kept rather than violated, and therefore what the Law said originally Jesus preserved and sustained, so that the Law of Moses would be taught and kept properly.

In the Church, however, it is clear that believers are not under the Law of Moses or any Principle of Law, and have been separated from the Law, having died to the Law, and are to live under the Principle of Grace (see supplement: Law versus Grace):

Romans 6:14b (NASU; see also Romans 6:15)

…for you are not under law but under grace. [no definite articles in the Greek text]

Galatians 2:19 (NASU; Romans 7:1-6)

For through the Law I died to the Law, so that I might live to God.

Ephesians 2:14-15 (NASU)

For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups [Gentiles and Jews] into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, 15 by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing peace

Colossians 2:13-14 (NASU)

When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, 14 having canceled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us, which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.

Romans 5:1-2 (NASU)

Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom also we have obtained our introduction by faith into this grace in which we stand; and we exult in hope of the glory of God.

Was the Sermon on the Mount directed to Gentiles?

As we noted last Sunday, in Matthew 10:5, 6 Jesus sent His twelve disciples only to the ‘lost sheep of the house of Israel”.  And in Matthew 15:24 He said these were also the people to whom He was sent.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus confirmed His target audience by speaking as if the Gentiles were a group apart from His immediate and intended audience:

Matthew 5:47 (NASU)

"If you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles [Greek: ethnikos] do the same? 

Matthew 6:7 (NASU)

"And when you are praying, do not use meaningless repetition as the Gentiles [Greek: ethnikos] do, for they suppose that they will be heard for their many words.

Matthew 6:32 (NASU)

"For the Gentiles [Greek: ethnos] eagerly seek all these things; for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 

Cultural references to Jerusalem and the Jewish temple in Jerusalem

Jesus presents a principle and a priority that is in the context of the sacrifices and offerings in the Jewish temple in Jerusalem.  That temple no longer existed for presenting offerings after 70 AD, and there will not be a temple in Jerusalem with a valid altar for sacrifices and offerings there again until the Tribulation period, when the Church will be gone from the earth (the Rapture).

Matthew 5:23-24 (NASU)

"Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering. 

By New Testament times the rabbis had developed an elaborate system of oaths, such that a Jew could swear by a list of things, names and places that were valid if he meant to keep the oath, or he could swear by another list that was not valid, if he did not intend to keep the oath.  See also Matthew 23:16-22 where Jesus condemns the Pharisees for the false system of lies and profanity through the Pharisees’ complex tradition of making oaths.  Jesus simply said that swearing by either of these lists was evil, since it was all part of a strategy for lying to other people (Exodus 20:16; Deuteronomy 5:20).  But He also said that this system of oaths made light of God and His Messiah, so it was like taking the name of the Lord in vain (Exodus 20:7; Deuteronomy 5:11).

Matthew 5:34-35 (NASU)

"But I say to you, make no oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God,           35 or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His feet [compare Isaiah 66:1], or by Jerusalem, for it is The City of the Great King." [compare Psalm 48:2].

‘The Lord’s Prayer’

It turns out that the content of ‘The Lord's Prayer’ appears to be in great part a paraphrased combination of two common Jewish prayers from around New Testament times, combined with other references from the Old Testament and from Jewish teachings:
Qaddish: said in the Jewish synagogues 

 

Exalted and hallowed be His 
great name
  in the world which He created

according to His will.
May He let His kingdom rule
  in your lifetime and in your days 

and in the lifetime
  of the whole house of Israel speedily and soon.
Praised be His great name from 

eternity to eternity.
  And to this, say: Amen.

The traditional Jewish morning and evening prayer

 

Bring me not into the power of sin,

And not into the power of guilt,
And not into the power of temptation,
And not into the power of anything shameful.
 

The similarities between these two Jewish prayers and what we have come to call "The Lord's Prayer" are indeed evident.  The Lord's Prayer appears, for the most part - to be a paraphrased combination of these two Jewish prayers, with some unique features as well.  

Reference to God as "Our Father" comes from the Jewish Old Testament, as observed in Isaiah 63:16 and 64:8.  That God is in heaven is reflected in Jewish Old Testament Scriptures such as Deuteronomy 4:39; Joshua 2:11, Psalm 135:6, and many others.  Both the Qaddish and the Lord's Prayer reveal a typically Jewish reverence for the name of God.  His personal covenant name was considered too holy to pronounce directly, so both of the Jewish prayers given above and the Lord's Prayer reflect this.  

There are other traditional Jewish prayers and teachings which contain other aspects of the Lord's Prayer not contained in the two quoted above.  Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 28:2, for example, says, "Forgive your neighbor the wrong he has done, and then your sins will be pardoned when you pray." 

Notice that both Qaddish prayer and the “Lord’s Prayer” are said with a prayer for, and an anticipation of, the coming earthly kingdom.

Where most (Jewish) people met

Other than going to the Temple in Jerusalem, faithful Jews in Israel gathered regularly in synagogues for Scripture reading, worship, and even for judging and punishment.  There were even a few hundred of synagogues in Jerusalem itself.

Matthew 6:2,5

So when you give to the poor, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be honored by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full…  When you pray, you are not to be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners    so that they may be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full.

The Jewish court systems

In the century before the New Testament era, the Jews established two court systems    for marriages and divorces.  The Shammai courts allowed divorce only for adultery, abandonment, neglect and abuse.  The Hillel courts allowed divorce for any reason –     no questions asked (Matthew 1:19).  Jesus explained in greater detail where He stood (with the Shammai court) in Matthew 19, but in the Sermon on the Mount His statement about the invalid Hillel court divorces was cut to a bare minimum.  The great majority   of Jews used the Hillel courts, such that the Shammai courts ended in 70 AD.

Court proceedings and even the corporal punishments were held in local synagogues throughout Israel.  For more serious or for unresolved matters one could appeal to the Jewish supreme court (the Sanhedrin), which met in Jerusalem:

Matthew 5:21-22abc (NASU)

You have heard that the ancients were told, 'You shall not commit murder' and 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court
.'  22 But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court
; and whoever says to his brother,' You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court
;

� The Greek form of ‘the Messiah’, which means ‘the Anointed One’, is ‘the Christ’ (as Peter said in Matthew 16:16).  This is sometimes carried over into the English translations in that form, but often not.  Ephesians, for example has the form ‘the Christ’ 23 times in the Greek text, beginning in Ephesians 1:10, but most English translations do not convey “the Christ” (= the Messiah) at all.


� Mark 1:14-15, “Now after John had been taken into custody, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, 15 and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”





� Or ‘the judgment’.


� Or ‘the judgment’. 


� Sanhedrin.
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