
Focus Idea: The Sermon on the Mount, a collection of some of Jesus’ most memorable teachings, represents the 
summit and summary of Christian ethics. In it, Jesus affirms many of the Old Testament’s principal 
lessons while challenging his followers to excel even further in their love for neighbors.

The Context: The Gospel of Matthew, first in the list of New Testament books, highlights the teaching ministry of 
Jesus Christ. Intended for a mostly Jewish audience, Matthew’s work portrays Jesus as the fulfillment 
of Israel’s longing for a Messiah. In style, Jesus is depicted as the towering Jewish hero Moses; he
ascends the mountain as the great lawgiver and ethical teacher. Matthew begins his book by showing 
Jesus’ Hebrew lineage; he is born into David’s royal line 42 generations after Abraham. Immediately 
preceding chapter 5 are stories about Jesus calling his first disciples and healing many sick persons.

The Characters: Matthew, known also as Levi, was a man of ill repute prior to becoming one of Jesus’ twelve disciples. 
He was a tax collector; in ancient Galilee this meant more than working a desk at the IRS. Tax 
collectors operated at the behest of the land’s Roman occupiers and often skimmed money off for 
themselves. They were therefore loathed as greedy and traitorous (see Luke 18:11). But Jesus chose 
Matthew anyway, and the taxman, apparently eager to begin a new chapter in his life, immediately 
left his career and followed Jesus.  

The Core: While Matthew implies that Jesus’ great teaching was presented in a single sitting (5:1-2; 7:28-29), it’s 
very possible that the Sermon on the Mount is actually a compendium of lessons that Jesus offered 
multiple times and in multiple venues. Taken together, though, they stand as the defining body of 
Christian instruction on life with God, neighbor, and community.

5:17-20 functions as a beautiful summary of both what precedes and follows in the Sermon. Here, 
Jesus affirms that the words of the Old Testament remain in effect for the people. Remarkably,
however, Jesus claims that he has personally come to fulfill all of them. They have been pointing to 
me, Jesus seems to say. Jesus further stands apart from the religious teachers of the time by calling his 
followers to a level of righteousness that exceeds those of the law-of-the-letter First Century teachers 
called Pharisees (vs. 20).  Point by point, Jesus shows what this means in terms of their relationships, 
ultimately calling on the people to love their enemies (5:43-48). 

The opening verses of the Sermon, known as the Beatitudes (5:3-12), offer a picture of blessed 
Christian living. The witness of the Christian movement is to be as a beacon of light and as a 
seasoning agent in its time (5:13-16). 

Chapter 6 includes several instructions to avoid artificial displays of piety; Jesus’ followers are to give 
privately, pray in secret, and fast without calling attention to it. Jesus shares the ideal prayer (6:9-13) 
and urges the people not to worry about their food, clothing, or other of “tomorrow’s problems.”

In chapter 7, the epic teaching continues. Jesus condemns judging other people lest those who judge 
be exposed for their hypocrisy (7:1-5). Jesus characterizes God as a loving Father who knows how to 
give good gifts to those who ask him (7:7-11). Finally a series of contrasts – wise and foolish builders, 
true and false disciples, wide and narrow gates, and true and false prophets – instruct people about 
trust, decision-making and obedience. In the end, the crowds are “amazed” at his teaching (7:28). 


