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I. The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:1-2) 
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 a. Poverty of spirit 

 b. Mourning 

 c. Meekness 

 d. Hunger for righteousness 

 e. Mercy 

 f. Purity of heart 

 g. Peacemaking 

 h. Persecution 

 

Matthew 5:1–12 Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat 

down, his disciples came to him. 2And he opened his mouth and taught them, 

saying: 

 
3“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4“Blessed are 

those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 5“Blessed are the meek, for they 

shall inherit the earth. 6“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 

for they shall be satisfied. 7“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 
8“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 9“Blessed are the 

peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 10“Blessed are those who are 

persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 
11“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 

evil against you falsely on my account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 

great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.  
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The Sermon on the Mount is one of the most remarkable texts not just in the Bible, 

but in world literature. It has been analyzed, exposited and applied by nearly 

every thinker in Western history. Among the early church fathers Irenaeus 

taught that Jesus’s teachings weren’t intended to abolish the law of Moses, 

but to show how it is fulfilled and developed in us. He showed Jesus’ concern 

for inward motives which lead to outward acts. Augustine said “If anyone will 

piously and soberly consider the sermon which our Lord Jesus Christ spoke 

on the mount, as we read it in the Gospel according to Matthew, I think that 

he will find in it, so far as regards the highest morals, a perfect standard of the 

Christian life.” But even in those early days, the Sermon was understood in 

different ways. Marcion, an early influential heretic taught that the Sermon on 

the Mount required a complete rejection of the Old Testament.  

Others have said that the Sermon is a new law that Christians must obey to be saved, 

or a rule of faith meant only for monks and clergy, or an unattainable standard 

intended to drive us to Christ, or an ethic intended for a future kingdom, or a 

constitution for Christian government. Nearly every modern thinker has 

weighed in: Kierkegaard, Tolstoy, Schweitzer, Nietzsche. And nearly every 

preacher and professor teaches on these chapters. The very first seminary level 

course I ever took was by John Stott, a correspondence course on the Sermon 

on the Mount, through the mail with cassette lectures. Don Carson, Martin 

Lloyd-Jones and many others have also immersed themselves in these words.  

So, this morning, as we begin to study the Sermon on the Mount, I’ll start by saying 

that I’ve read and integrated way a tiny fraction of all this thinking. I’ll include 

what I can as we go along, especially John Stott, but mostly I want to let the 

text speak. Since these chapters have repeatedly emerged as profoundly 

important to me, I’ll interpret them in the ways that have spoken most clearly 

to me over the decades. First, to take the Sermon seriously and not dismiss 

what Jesus teaches just because it’s hard. Second, to take the Sermon as setting 

an impossible standard that only becomes possible through salvation in Christ 

and the work of the Holy Spirit. Third, to take the Sermon as depicting an 

upside-down kingdom, standing opposed to every culture and opinion of the 

world. Fourth, to take the Sermon as focused on the heart, so that how we live 

in this world reflects how we live internally with Christ. And finally, to see 

the Sermon as a manifesto, the essence of how to live as a follower of Jesus.  
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Jesus lays out the essence of this essence in the first section of the Sermon, which 

we will study today. It’s call the Beatitudes or blessings, the eight heart 

essentials which lie at the core of the Christian life. What binds them together 

is that Jesus blesses those who approach life from the weak side. Let me 

explain. As I sought for a word to summarize all the essentials Jesus talks 

about, without using one of the words he uses, the word weak seemed best. In 

football you hear announcers say that a team ran to the weak side. It’s the side 

with fewer blockers or no tight end. Sometimes you make great gains by 

running toward your weak side. Jesus teaches an upside-down counter-

cultural, counter-intuitive kingdom in which he blesses those who approach 

the Christian life from the weak side, the down side, the seemingly losing side.  

Matthew 5:1-12 Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat 

down, his disciples came to him. 2And he opened his mouth and taught them, 

saying: 3“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 5“Blessed are 

the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 6“Blessed are those who hunger and 

thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 7“Blessed are the merciful, 

for they shall receive mercy. 8“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 

God.  9“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.  
10“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven. 11“Blessed are you when others revile you and 

persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 
12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they 

persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

The setting for the Sermon is simple. We’re early in the Gospel of Matthew, after 

the genealogy, the birth narratives, the wise men and after the description of 

John the Baptist’s ministry. We are after the baptism of Jesus, his temptation, 

the calling of at least some of his disciples and after, but not long after, the 

beginning of his ministry. In Matthew 4:23 we read that “he went throughout 

all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the 

kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people. . . 
25And great crowds followed him from Galilee and the Decapolis, and from 

Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond the Jordan.” The Sermon on the Mount 

begins in that setting, with these great crowds. “Seeing the crowds, [Jesus] 

went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him.” 

So you have to picture a great crowd with the disciples as the inner ring. Jesus 

begins to teach them. Was he teaching the disciples or the crowd? The answer 

is probably “yes.” The teaching was directed at the disciples but was also what 

Jesus wanted the crowds to learn and the disciples to teach.  
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He begins with the Beatitudes, the essence of the essence, showing eight ways we 

approach life from a position of weakness. Verse 3 “Blessed are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” We start by recognizing spiritual 

poverty. Because of sin we come to God with nothing. “Indeed,” John Stott 

says, our condition is spiritual bankruptcy before God. For we are sinners, 

under holy wrath, deserving judgment from God. We have nothing to offer, 

nothing to plead, nothing with which to buy the favor of heaven. We belong 

alongside the tax collector in Jesus’ parable, crying out with downcast eyes, 

‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’” John Calvin said: “He who is reduced to 

nothing in himself, and relies on the mercy of God, is poor in spirit.” This is 

the beginning of the Gospel, the recognition of need that rules out all self-

actualization and self-help. In a world where being yourself and becoming the 

real you, are the mantra of the culture, poverty of spirit is radical. 

Notice the structure: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven.” Each beatitude tells us that some weak side approach to life will be 

blessed. There is both a deep happiness and joy associated with these things 

and a concrete promised blessing. In this case, and framing the whole list, the 

blessing is participation in the kingdom of heaven. The kingdom is the focus 

of Jesus’ teaching. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” In Christ, 

God’s rule and reign and blessing had come. But the beatitudes teach us that 

it is an upside-down kingdom. Jesus refutes every understanding of the 

kingdom that relies on human achievement or national supremacy. The 

kingdom is given to the poor, not the rich; the feeble, not the mighty; to little 

children humble enough to accept it, not to Pharisees who feel they deserve it 

or to Zealots who boast they can obtain it by violence. It was given to tax 

collectors and prostitutes who knew they could offer God nothing and achieve 

nothing. It is a kingdom for those who approach life from the weak side.  

Verse 4: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” John Stott says 

“It is plain from the context that the promise of comfort is not primarily for 

those who mourn the loss of a loved one, though that is one of God’s precious 

promises, but those that mourn the loss of their innocence, their righteousness, 

their self-respect. Jesus isn’t primarily focused on the sorrow of bereavement, 

but the sorrow of repentance.” This is the second stage of spiritual awareness. 

It is one thing to recognize you’re spiritually poor; it is another to grieve it. 

It’s almost paradoxical. The joyful happiness of the Christian life, Jesus says, 

comes through mourning over the sinful and fallen condition of the world and 

of our hearts. Jesus himself wept over the sins of others, and over their bitter 

consequences in death, at the tomb of Lazarus. We too should weep over the 

evil in the world, as did the godly men of biblical times. “My eyes shed 

streams of tears,” the Psalmist says, “because men do not keep thy law.”  
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It is not only the sins of others, however, which should cause tears; for we have our 

own sins to weep over. As the old hymn says “Did Christ over sinners weep 

and shall our eyes be dry? Let floods of penitential grief pour forth from every 

eye.” Stott asks “Was Ezra mistaken to make confession, ‘weeping and 

casting himself down before the house of God’? Was Paul wrong to groan, 

‘Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?’ I 

think not. I fear we evangelical Christians, by making much of grace, at times 

thereby make light of sin. There is not enough sorrow for sin among us.” 

Those who thus mourn their sins and the brokenness of the world will be comforted. 

I say this not just because it’s written here, but because I’ve experienced this 

comfort myself. We don’t have to remain under the burden of our sins, but as 

those whose trespasses are forgiven, we receive the comfort of salvation. As 

the Psalmist says “Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose 

sin is covered,” covered by the blood of the savior, the lamb of God who takes 

away the sins of the world. The beatitudes are the Gospel. Our recognition of 

spiritual poverty and mourning over sin lead to the gift of the kingdom and 

the comfort of forgiveness. And as we continue to live in a broken and sinful 

world, the Holy Spirit lives in us as Comforter, applying the truths of God’s 

word to our hearts. We do not face loss and pain alone, but we feel his arms, 

we hear his voice and we look forward to the day when the old order of things 

passes away and there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.  

Verse 5 “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.” The word "meek" 

suggests gentleness and self-control, a word Jesus uses to describe himself. 

This is humility before others. We may acknowledge our spiritual bankruptcy 

and mourn. But to respond with meekness when others confront us is harder. 

Stott says “I myself am quite happy to recite the General Confession in church 

and call myself a ‘miserable sinner.’ But let somebody else come to me after 

church and call me a miserable sinner, and I want to punch him on the nose! 

Lloyd-Jones says “The man who is truly meek is the one who is truly amazed 

that God and man can treat him as well as they do.”  

Do you get that? We are gentle toward other sinners and not arrogant toward the 

brokenness of the world because we know the depths of our own sin and we 

mourn the impact it has had on us and others. Yet, in the difficult year of 2020, 

how much such meekness, gentleness and humility has been on display in our 

social media and even our personal relationships? I hope that for many there 

was true meekness, but I know that for me and too many others the tensions 

of the year have led to a tendency to fight back and force people around to my 

position. Jesus says that it is those who are meek and gentle because they 

know their own weakness who inherit the earth or the land.  
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One would have expected the opposite. One would think that ‘meek’ people get 

nowhere because everybody ignores them or else rides roughshod over them. 

It is the tough, the overbearing who succeed in the struggle for existence. As 

Ferris Bueler put it in the 1980’s “the meek get pinched, the bold survive.” 

But we enter our spiritual inheritance in Christ not by might but by meekness, 

for everything is ours if we are Christ’s. Jesus seems to have been thinking of 

Psalm 37 when he said this: “Fret not yourself because of evildoers; be not 

envious of wrongdoers! . . . In just a little while, the wicked will be no more; 

though you look carefully at his place, he will not be there. 11But the meek 

shall inherit the land and delight themselves in abundant peace.” The same 

principle operates today. The godless may boast and even oppress, yet Jesus 

will teach, especially in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, that they’ve 

got their reward here and now. The meek, on the other hand, may have little 

here, but they can enjoy and cultivate the earth that is the Lord’s now, knowing 

they will inherit “the home of righteousness” in the new earth to come.  

Spiritually impoverished, mourning our sin, stripped of pride, we finally recognize 

that what our hearts really long for and thirst for is righteousness. Verse 6 

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be 

satisfied.” Again, this is a position of weakness. The dominant attitude, among 

both unbelievers and many so-called believers is self-righteousness. It takes 

all the preceding self-awareness and humility to recognize that rightness can 

only come from God. Matthew generally uses the word righteousness to imply 

God’s justice which will be achieved in his eternal kingdom, while Paul 

generally uses it to indicate the gift of righteousness which God gives those 

who believe, Jesus doesn’t rule out either. “If you seek righteousness in your 

heart and you want righteousness in a broken world, I’ll give you that.” But 

there is an implied responsibility. I’ve got to be hungry and thirsty. I must 

reach the place where my own spiritual poverty, felt with mourning and 

expressed in meekness causes me to cry out to the one who alone can satisfy. 

Stott says “It would be a mistake to suppose, however, that “righteousness” means 

only a right relationship with God on one hand and a moral rightness of 

character and conduct on the other. Biblical righteousness is more than a 

private and personal affair; it includes social righteousness. This, we learn 

from the law and prophets, is concerned to give freedom from oppression, 

together with the promotion of civil rights, justice in the law courts, integrity 

in business dealings and honor in home and family affairs. Thus Christians 

are committed to hunger for righteousness in the whole human community as 

something pleasing to a righteous God. We won’t see this righteousness 

perfectly fulfilled in our days, but in the new heavens and new earth both our 

personal and community longing for righteousness will be satisfied.  
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“Looking back,” Stott says, “we can see that the first four beatitudes reveal a spiritual 

progression of relentless logic. To begin with, we are to be ‘poor in spirit’, 

acknowledging our complete and utter spiritual bankruptcy before God. Next 

we are to ‘mourn’ over the cause of it, our sin, the corruption of our fallen 

nature, and the reign of sin and death in the world. Thirdly, we are to be 

‘meek’, humble and gentle towards others, allowing our spiritual poverty to 

impact our behavior to them as well as to God. And fourthly we are to ‘hunger 

and thirst for righteousness’. For what is the use of confessing and lamenting 

our sin, of acknowledging the truth about ourselves to both God and men, if 

we leave it there? Confession of sin must lead to hunger for righteousness. 

These attitudes, these weaknesses, are not just toward God but also toward others. 

Verse 7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” We get to 

live as a people of mercy, not judgment; of compassion for the needs of others, 

not self-centered caution about giving ourselves away. I had a conversation 

with someone recently who said our church was more inclined toward 

showing mercy than intervening for righteousness. It’s a tough balance, of 

course, but I’d rather err on the side of mercy. And the world around us is 

unmerciful in its own ways. The world insulates itself against the tragedies 

and pains of others and focuses on self-actualization and looking out for 

number one. We don’t have to buy that. It may seem weak at times to not 

emphasize boundaries, but Jesus says we’re blessed. 

In fact Jesus says that those who show mercy find it. This truth will be emphasized 

in the next chapter: “If you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father 

also will forgive you.” This isn’t because we can merit mercy by mercy or 

forgiveness by forgiveness, but because we do not receive the mercy and 

forgiveness of God until we ourselves turn to Himfrom our sins, and one of 

the sins we have to turn from is being merciless. In fact, nothing moves us to 

forgive like the wondering knowledge that we’ve been forgiven. “To forgive 

and be forgiven, to show mercy and receive mercy: these belong indissolubly 

together. For if to be meek is to acknowledge to others that we are sinners; to 

be merciful is to have compassion on others, for they are sinners too.” 

Verse 8, “blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” To see God, to be in 

his presence, requires a pure heart. David, crushed by his own sin cries “Create 

in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not 

away from your presence, O Lord.” On one level purity of heart is the same 

thing as the righteousness which God gives to the contrite and hungry. This  

opens the door to the incomparable gift of his own presence. They shall see 

God. The rest of the Sermon on the Mount presumes your heart has received 

this gift of cleansing and the privilege of the presence of God in your life.  
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But purity of heart also has an other-directed component, which Stott calls sincerity. 

This pairing of inward purity and outward behavior is seen in Psalm 24 “Who 

shall ascend the hill of the LORD? And who shall stand in his holy place? 4He 

who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to what is 

false and does not swear deceitfully.” This is a person who, in relation to both 

God and others is free from falsehood. The Phillips translation says that the 

pure in heart are “the utterly sincere.” Their whole life, public and private, is 

transparent before God and people. Their heart is not mixed up with anything 

devious, ulterior or base. Hypocrisy and deceit are abhorrent to them. Yet how 

few live this way. We are tempted to wear a different mask and play a different 

role according to each occasion. Some people weave round themselves such 

a tissue of lies that they can no longer tell which part of them is real and which 

is make-believe. Alone among men Jesus Christ was absolutely pure in heart. 

Verse 9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.” This 

beatitude takes something we have received through Jesus, peace with God 

and turns it outward. Those who have received God’s peace become those 

who proclaim his peace to the spiritually impoverished and hungry. They  

imitate God’s peace-making by offering peace to those who have harmed 

them. Jesus, of course was the ultimate peacemaker. We saw last week as we 

finished up our advent series that he reconciled to himself all things “making 

peace through the blood of his cross.” This was not cheap peace or peace made 

by ignoring differences, but peace through suffering, peace at a high prices. 

So if we are his sons and daughters, we will need to consider seeking peace 

even at a high price, peace that is true reconciliation with others. This is hard. 

It’s so easy in our culture to just let relationships go if they become conflicted, 

to walk rather than to talk. But if we persevere in peacemaking, we will be 

called sons of God, because Jesus the divine Son was all about reconciliation. 

To be a peacemaker is to approach life vulnerably, on the weak side. 

Finally, the last beatitude, “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ 

sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Notice that the blessing here is the 

same as that of the first beatitude. Being part of the kingdom of heaven starts 

as we recognize our need, our poverty of spirit, but it is lived out as we endure 

persecution. This truth is emphasized by bing the only double beatitude. Jesus 

first states it in the third person like the other seven, “Blessed are those who 

are persecuted for righteousness’ sake,” and then repeats it in direct speech, 

second person, “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you 

and utter all kinds of evil against you, falsely.” Since all the beatitudes 

describe what every Christian disciple is intended to be, we conclude that the 

condition of being despised and rejected, slandered and persecuted, is as much 

a normal mark of Christian discipleship as being pure in heart or merciful. 
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How did Jesus expect his disciples to react under persecution? Counter-culturally. 

Verse 12: “Rejoice and be glad!” We are not to retaliate like an unbeliever, 

nor to sulk like a child, nor to lick our wounds in self-pity like a dog, nor just 

to grin and bear it like a Stoic.  We are to rejoice as a Christian should rejoice 

and even to ‘leap for joy.’ Why? Partly because, Jesus added, your reward is 

great in heaven. We may lose everything on earth, but we inherit everything 

in heaven. Partly because persecution is a sign of genuineness, showing our 

authenticity, for so men persecuted the prophets who were before you. But the 

major reason we should rejoice is because we are suffering, Jesus said “on his 

account,” on account of our loyalty to him, our unwillingness, like his, to leave 

the path of weakness and take the easy way out of conformity to pressure. 

Few have understood better the inevitability of suffering than Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

He seems never to have wavered in his Christian antagonism to the Nazi 

regime, although it meant for him imprisonment, the threat of torture, danger 

to his own family and finally death. He was executed by the direct order of 

Heinrich Himmler in April 1945 in the Flossenburg concentration camp, only 

a few days before it was liberated. It was the fulfilment of what he had always 

believed and taught: “Suffering, then, is the badge of true discipleship. The 

disciple is not above his master. Following Christ means suffering.”  

So what have we said? Jesus begins this incomparable Sermon by saying that the 

blessings of the kingdom are given to those who  approach life from the weak 

side, who operate toward God and man from a position of weakness. The 

Christian life begins in poverty of spirit, when we recognize our need. This 

leads to mourning, especially over our own sin, and to meekness, a willingness 

to own our weakness before others. This weakening of our pride, self-interest 

and self sufficiency allows us to see our hunger and thirst for the true blessing 

Jesus really wants to give, righteousness and his own presence. And then we 

take a position of weakness toward others, showing mercy as we have 

received it, living with a pure heart toward God and others, pursuing peace 

and reconciliation, and enduring persecution and suffering as citizens of a 

greater kingdom. These beatitudes are the preoccupation of a lifetime, and the 

sign of the kingdom we’ve become part of, an upside-down kingdom where 

Jesus blesses those who approach life from the weak side. 


